Water for Peace at the 3rd World Water Forum

International Forum and Ministerial Conference, Kyoto, Osaka and Shiga, Japan, 16 – 23 March 2003

3rd World Water Forum Convenors: The Government of Japan and The World Water Council

Water for Peace Theme Coordinators: Green Cross International and UNESCO

World Assembly of Water Wisdom Coordinators: Green Cross International, International Secretariat for Water, and the Alliance Maghreb-Machrek pour l’Eau.

During this high-level, eight day global conference, jointly organised by the Government of Japan and the World Water Council, representatives from over 170 countries as well as participants from UN agencies, inter-governmental organisations and non-governmental organisations, academia, business and industry, youth organisations and media outlets gathered in Kyoto, Osaka and Shiga, three cities located in the Lake Biwa and Yodo River Basin area, to identify and commit to proven actions and best practices – supported by sound research, science, and theory—that facilitate sustainable solutions to water problems. 

The conference was also an important opportunity to assess progress made on the Millennium Development and Johannesburg goals on water and sanitation.  The world’s governments committed to these water goals in 2000 and 2002 respectively, to halve the proportions of people without access to drinking water and basic sanitation by 2015.  The Water Time Flow Clock presented by Green Cross International and the International Secretariat for Water was a stark, visual reminder to all participants and visitors at the 3rd World Water Forum of this enormous and critical task.  The numbers constantly changing on the digital countdowns depicted the slowly increasing gap between the real world situation, and the progress we should be making towards the Millennium Goals.  The Water Clock received a very positive reaction from the Forum participants and many special meetings were held and pictures taken in front of the Water Clock.  The Clock will travel to the major water events of 2003, the International Year of Freshwater.

The World Assembly of Water Wisdom is an initiative launched by the International Secretariat for Water (ISW) in partnership with Green Cross and others as a follow-up to the activities that took place at the first Citizen’s House during the 2nd World Water Forum in March 2000.  A focus of the Assembly’s activities at the 3rd World Water Forum was the discussion and adoption of the “Kyoto People’s Declaration”, an action plan calling for international solidarity in water management that ensures access to water and sanitation for all, and close monitoring of progress in achieving the human right to water in different parts of the world.  The World Assembly brought together water representatives, experts, managers and theorists from around the world.  It took place in the Citizen’s House in the Stakeholder Center from March 16th to 20th.

From Monday, 16 March to Friday, 21 March, the Forum participants met in 351 sessions organised around 33 themes and five Regional Days.  Theme issues included a range of topics related to water including: climate; supply, sanitation, hygiene and water pollution; cultural diversity; nature and environment; cities; governance; floods; integrated water resources management and basin management; peace; agriculture and food; poverty; financing water infrastructure; and dams and sustainable development. During the five Regional Days, sessions were held on water issues related specifically to Africa, Asia and Pacific, the Americas, the Middle East and Mediterranean, and Europe. The Forum concluded on Sunday, 23 March, following issue of a preliminary Summary Forum Statement, drafted by the 3rd World Water Forum’s Secretariat. 

The cross-cutting theme of Water for Peace, coordinated by UNESCO and Green Cross International, was an important event at the 3rd World Water Forum and looked specifically at the role which shared basins, water conflict prevention and inter-state cooperation in water resources management can have in the achievement of:

· The Millennium Development and Johannesburg Goals

· International and Regional Security

· Strengthening Democracy and Human Rights

The Water for Peace theme consisted of an Opening Plenary, 14 sessions on different aspects of the theme (including four sessions convened specifically by UNESCO and GCI) and a Closing Plenary.  The aim of all sessions was to arrive at concrete proposals and strategies for action to be taken and encouraged by different key actors and initiatives after the Forum.  These recommendations were presented at the Closing Plenary, articulated at the Dialogue between Ministers and Forum participants in the evening of March 21st, and presented to delegates at the Ministerial Conference by President Gorbachev on March 22nd.  The recommendations will continue to be promoted by GCI and UNESCO throughout the International Year for Freshwater.  The project managers of the Jordan and La Plata Water for Peace projects both attended the whole forum, including presentations in the Water for Peace theme and active participation in other relevant regional and theme sessions.

Participants in the first Water for Peace session convened by GCI and UNESCO were specifically asked to identify the origins of water-related conflicts from the upstream, downstream and mixed interest perspectives.  Those in the second were requested to propose tools for the resolution and prevention of conflicts, while those in the third were asked to present incentives for cooperation.  These requirements were fully met by the speakers and participants during the two intensive days of debate.  The fourth session provided an opportunity to further elaborate the Water for Peace theme conclusions in a participative open discussion, during which participants from all Water for Peace sessions, as well as many other experts, provided valuable new ideas which were later integrated into the final theme Statement.

Session 1 included a ministerial panel, which was particularly strong in its representation of developing countries, dedicated to identifying the origins of water-related conflicts, and included representatives from Turkey, Jordan, Botswana, The Democratic Republic of Congo and the Netherlands.  The perceived dichotomies between reasonable and equitable use and the obligation of not committing harm, and between unilateral development and integrated water management were highlighted as potential sources of conflicts.  Presenters outlined aspects of conflict and cooperation in water management of the Tigris-Euphrates River, in the Okavango and Rhine river basins and in the Congo.

Interesting debates were then held in the second Water for Peace session on the various innovative means for the prevention and resolution of conflicts and for motivating cooperation.  Presenters noted specifically that best ethical practice for conflict resolution includes transparency and partnerships, and that emphasis should be placed on conflict prevention for reasons of equity, efficiency, sustainability and cost.  It was pointed out that a legal basis for the human right to water exists but that various governments reject this claim.  Education is also of fundamental importance because, to give just a few examples, it is central to settling conflicts over water through alternative dispute resolution and because water managers should be educated as conflict preventors.

Important links and comparisons were made between both problems and solutions in sharing water around the world and several incentives for cooperation were outlined in the third Water for Peace session.  The convergence of agendas (from national to cooperation) is essential in for example a cooperation continuum (coordination-collaboration-integration) and benefit-sharing mechanisms such as compensation, purchase and financing arrangements are important.  A regional approach should also be central to managing water as a starting point for confidence-building through information sharing and follow-up on commitments.  There is also a need to be aware of the political process and be realistic about activities and approach to water management.

Thoughout the Water for Peace debates, strong focus was given to the need to develop new sources of international financing to transboundary water initiatives, and the importance of promoting the role of civil society at every level. 

Summary of Main Theme Recommendations

Greater political will and integrated actions which respect both cultural and ecosystem diversity are urgently needed, with particular emphasis on:

Sharing benefits: The focus of discussions on transboundary cooperation should be changed from simply sharing water, and restricting sovereignty, to highlighting the myriad benefits to be gained and shared by all states from the recognition of interdependence and integrated management both at a basin and aquifer level.   Redistribution of these shared benefits at national level needs parallel stakeholder participation processes and should be integrated with poverty reduction strategies.

Environment: The integrity of ecosystems must be respected in the terms of inter-state and basin agreements.

Participation and Capacity Building: The right of stakeholders to take decisions regarding water resources should be respected in transboundary watercourses. All stakeholders should be helped to obtain the capacity to fully participate in the process of development of basin and aquifer strategies, agreements and institutions, through transparency and information Awareness raising and education strategies, including training of mediators, should be implemented to ensure that all people, including government leaders, learn how to best take up the challenges of sharing water.  Stakeholders can include people “beyond the basin”. 

International law should become a more powerful tool in transboundary water conflict prevention and arbitration.  Efforts should be increased across the world to reach integrated and effective basin-wide and shared aquifer management agreements among all states in each international basin.  States should immediately ratify the 1997 UN Convention on the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses.  Additional measures are needed to clarify and strengthen the protection of water systems during times of armed conflict and from terrorist attack.

Financial support: International assistance can support cooperation in international river basins by financing and facilitating communication between basin stakes and stakeholders.  The different activities of the various external actors should be coordinated.  Funding mechanisms should be adapted to support activities related to internationally shared water bodies.

Facilitation & Mediation: As originally raised at the 2nd World Water Forum, there is a need to establish a water mediation facility to provide services to assist with the management of transboundary waters, to avoid or resolve disputes. This international water mediation facility should be a joint endeavour of the appropriate United Nations entities, an international legal institution and a water-related international NGO, and work on request with basin authorities, governments and other stakeholders to resolve particularly intractable water related disputes.  

These fundamental recommendations were given prominence in the follow-up to Water for Peace at the 3rd World Water Forum. 

In culmination of the sustained efforts and recommendations of Green Cross since the 2nd World Water Forum in the Hague in 2000, which were continued in Kyoto, the Director-General of UNESCO announced the launch of a Water Cooperation Facility, which will be a cooperative venture between the Permanent Court of Arbitration, the World Water Council, the Universities Partnership for Transboundary Waters and UNESCO.  Headquartered at UNESCO in Paris, the facility will be able to assist States, private parties and intergovernmental organisations in helping prevent and resolve conflicts over water resources.  The launching of the Water Cooperation Facility will open a new dimension in efforts to peacefully resolve water-related disputes, by providing a range of services including technical and legal advice, training in water negotiations, conciliation and fact-finding missions.  The Facility embodies a solid success for the efforts and recommendations of Green Cross over the past three years, and is a very concrete outcome of the Water for Peace theme.

On Friday, 21 March, a Dialogue between Forum participants and Ministers was held in two rounds to discuss challenges in water and poverty and post-Forum actions. The Water for Peace recommendations, presented in the Dialogue by Green Cross Executive Director Bertrand Charrier, highlighted some of the main Water for Peace recommendations, such as developing good water governance and legal frameworks and the importance of acknowledging the human right to water in an international agreement.

The Ministerial Conference on the occasion of the Forum, organised by the Government of Japan, took place from 22-23 March in Kyoto, during which delegates discussed five themes in sub-groups: safe drinking water and sanitation, water for food and development, water pollution prevention and ecosystem conservation, disaster mitigation and risk management and water resources management and benefit sharing, and adopted a Ministerial Declaration and a Portfolio of Water Actions. Green Cross President Mikhail Gorbachev presented the Water for Peace recommendations at the Opening Ceremony of the Ministerial Conference. He stressed the importance of the Forum’s work in ensuring water for peace. He highlighted the need for political will to develop and implement specific mechanisms for achieving the Millennium Development and Johannesburg Goals, called for enshrinement of the right to water in the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, and for the protection of water resources and infrastructure during wars and conflicts.

Yet Green Cross was disappointed at the final outcome of the Ministerial Conference.  The Ministerial Declaration agreed to at this conference is a markedly weak document, with few identifiable new commitments or proposed mechanisms for translating already stated goals into action.  While there is a good deal of re-affirmation of the commitments already made in the Millennium Development and Johannesburg goals, there is little in the way of engagement for real actions, and no endorsement of the human right to water.  Green Cross is particularly concerned that the following recommendations find no mention in the Ministerial Declaration:

· Immediate ratification of the UN Convention on the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses by all states, as a first step towards the negotiation of a Global Water Convention.

· Immediate adaptation of funding mechanisms to support activities related to internationally shared water bodies.

· International support for the creation of a Water Cooperation Facility, to work with basin authorities, governments and other stakeholders to resolve particularly intractable water related disputes.

· Measures to ensure respect for the right of stakeholders to take decisions regarding water resources in transboundary basins. All stakeholders should be helped to obtain the capacity to fully participate in the process of development of basin and aquifer strategies, agreements and institutions, through transparency and information.

· Community responsibility and ownership of cooperation processes, backed by international solidarity and commitment to an alternative form of development which respects cultural diversity and environmental sustainability.

In spite of the lack of formal government commitment to these goals in the Ministerial Declaration, Green Cross intends that the innovative and important ideas and conclusions arrived at in Shiga will be further developed and promoted as viable, practical proposals for action throughout the current International Year of Freshwater and beyond.  Many government representatives with whom Green Cross discussed these recommendations during the Forum were extremely positive and assured their support.  There is still plenty of work to be done in achieving effective, equitable and sustainable transboundary water management.

Green Cross considers that the 3rd World Water Forum was an extremely important international event which will be considered a milestone in the process of achieving integrated water resources management.  The standard of the sessions and the wealth of expertise and experience brought together at the Forum surpassed the major water events of the recent past, and provided a very valuable occasion for the development of new ideas and partnerships.  The interest and commitment of the people of Japan was also clearly demonstrated and much appreciated by all international participants.  It is a great pity that the motivation and innovation which defined the Forum did not translate into a strong Ministerial Declaration, but organisations such as Green Cross will seek to ensure that the positive proposals and commitments originating at the Forum will lead to action.

