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Summary

The present paper was prepared pursuant to paragraph 9(e) of UN General Assembly
resolution 78/327, in which the Assembly requested the Secretary-General of the 2026 United
Nations Water Conference to Accelerate the Implementation of Sustainable Development Goal 6:
Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all to prepare concept
papers on each of the themes of the interactive dialogues. The present paper concerns interactive
dialogue (d) on “Water for cooperation: transboundary and international water cooperation,
including scientific cooperation, and inclusive governance”. In this paper the challenges, status,
opportunities for progress, transformative solutions and recommendations related to water
cooperation are set out.
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I. Introduction

Water cooperation' - spanning local, national, and international borders and multiple stakeholders — is essential
for unlocking economic prosperity, environmental sustainability, social equity, political stability and peace,
and climate resilience. Realizing cooperative gains, making progress towards the 2030 Agenda and advancing
water security’ requires coordinated responses, scientific collaboration and collective action across countries,
sectors, communities and disciplines.

Geopolitical tensions and threats to multilateral cooperation mean that water diplomacy is needed now more
than ever.® The territories of 153 UN Member States are situated in 313 transboundary rivers and lake basins
and 426 aquifer systems,* carrying 60 per cent of global freshwater flows and directly sustaining over 40 per
cent of the world’s population. > These shared water systems create opportunities for joint prosperity and
dialogue - bringing together technical experts, communities, policymakers and institutions.

The triple planetary crisis - climate change, biodiversity loss, and pollution - reinforces the need for water
cooperation. ® Freshwater ecosystems are among the most threatened globally, and climate change is
intensifying water variability and extreme events - with cascading impacts on food systems, energy, public
health, infrastructure, migration, and livelihoods. Addressing these interconnected crises requires adaptive
water cooperation and governance that strengthens resilience across scales and sectors.

Scientific cooperation is also central to informed and durable water governance. Joint monitoring systems,
shared data platforms, collaborative research initiatives, and harmonized methodologies build the common
evidence base that decision-making requires. Emerging technologies, digital tools, and artificial intelligence
(Al) offer new opportunities for forecasting and multi-hazard early warning, though they also carry risks.
Strengthening the science—policy interface, promoting open knowledge, and investing in education,
professional training and intergenerational renewal are critical to ensuring that cooperation remains transparent,
inclusive, and forward-looking.

Strengthening water cooperation is not only a basin-level necessity, but also central to overcoming broader
fragmentation in water governance. Connecting legal principles, scientific knowledge, financing, and
implementation across scales (local to global) is needed to ensure that progress in one domain reinforces rather
than bypasses progress in others.

Cooperation is strengthened when governance processes are inclusive and accountable. Meaningful
participation of women, youth, local communities, and civil society, together with recognizing Indigenous
Peoples as distinct rights holders, improves legitimacy, broadens the knowledge base for decision-making, and
creates more durable pathways for implementation.

The challenge before the international community is no longer one of diagnosis — we are off track for meeting
the Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) target 6.5 by 2030. International water law provides the principles,
monitoring frameworks track the major gaps, expanding scientific cooperation has strengthened shared
knowledge, and decades of practice have generated the evidence base for what effective cooperation looks like.
What remains to advance water cooperation — and what must be the central preoccupation of the 2026 UN
Water Conference — is the harder work of implementation: ensuring that commitments become operational,

! This paper addresses transboundary and international cooperation. Transboundary water cooperation concerns rivers,
lakes and aquifers and connected ecosystems shared between sovereign states. International water cooperation is
broader, encompassing global and regional scientific and technical cooperation, knowledge exchange, education and
training, South-South cooperation, professional networks, humanitarian coordination, and cooperation through inclusive
multi-stakeholder governance.

2 “The capacity of a population to safeguard access to adequate quantities of water of an acceptable quality for sustaining
human and ecosystem health on a watershed basis, and to ensure efficient protection of life and property against water-
related hazards such as floods, landslides, land subsidence, and droughts” - Intergovernmental definition adopted by
Member States during the 8th phase of the Intergovernmental Hydrological Programme, Paris.

3 Shafiqul Islam, Kevin Smith, Martina Klimes and Aaron Salzberg, Routledge Handbook of Water Diplomacy (London,
2026).

4 Melissa McCracken and Aaron T. Wolf, “Updating the register of international river basins of the world”, International
Journal of Water Resources Development, vol. 35, No. 4 (26 April 2019); IGRAC and UNESCO-IHP (2025)
Transboundary Aquifers of the World. Edition 2025 (Delft), https://doi.org/10.58154/yb8g-cp97.

5 Ibid.

8 UNEP, Global Resources Outlook 2024 (Nairobi, 2024).



institutions are staffed and funded to act, governance frameworks are inclusive, and there is sustained
investment in education, scientific cooperation and professional training to promote effective and evidence-
based water management.

This paper is to be read in conjunction with the other five concept papers prepared for the interactive
dialogues of the 2026 UN Water Conference.

I1. Status and trends

10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

Operational arrangements for transboundary water cooperation: positive signs of progress but off track
for 2030

Legal arrangements, such as treaties, memoranda of understanding, joint declarations, and technical protocols,
together with joint bodies, including basin organizations, joint authorities and bilateral commissions, have
proven to be important foundations upon which to generate shared benefits such as coordinated investment,
enhanced climate resilience, joint monitoring, data exchange, and dispute prevention. © However,
transboundary water cooperation remains off track: of 153 UN Member States sharing transboundary waters,
only 43 have operational arrangements covering 90 per cent or more of their shared rivers, lakes and aquifers,
while at least 20 countries have no cooperative arrangements in place. 8

Regional disparities are stark: Europe, North America and Sub-Saharan Africa demonstrate comparatively good
coverage, whereas in Asia and Latin America — regions that together have some of the world’s most significant
transboundary basins and where countries have demonstrated the value of water cooperation — only 3 of 63
countries have most of their basin areas covered by operational arrangements.’

A further gap exists between surface water and groundwater cooperation: 60 countries report that most of their
river and lakes basins are covered by operational arrangements, compared to only 37 countries for aquifers,
reflecting the continued marginalization of groundwater governance within transboundary frameworks. '
Between 2020-2023, 8 countries improved their coverage of operational arrangements through enhanced
cooperation, while 2 countries experienced decreased coverage due to a deterioration in cooperation.'' Based
on progress since 2017, fewer than a third of countries sharing transboundary waters will have their
transboundary waters covered by operational arrangements by 2030 - a trajectory that falls far short of SDG
target 6.5.

Global and regional frameworks for transboundary water cooperation: significant momentum

The 1997 UN Convention on the Law of Non-navigational Use of International Watercourses (UN
Watercourses Convention) and the 1992 UN Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary
Watercourses and International Lakes (UN Water Convention) (serviced by UNECE) — demonstrate States’
growing commitment to multilateral cooperation. For three decades, the UN Water Convention and its inter-
governmental platform, complemented by its Protocol on Water and Health, has supported water cooperation,
including basin agreements, joint institutions, data-sharing and coordinated climate and environmental action.
Accession and engagement with the UN Water Conventions demonstrates water’s capacity to unite states
around shared challenges. Since 2023, 12 additional countries acceded to one or both of the UN Water
Conventions (Bangladesh, Botswana, Coéte d’Ivoire, The Gambia, Iraq, Jordan, Namibia, Nigeria, Panama,
Sierra Leone, Zambia, Zimbabwe), and around 20 countries are in process of accession to the UN Water
Convention.'?

Regional frameworks, like the Southern African Development Community’s Revised Protocol on Shared
Watercourses and the European Union’s Water Framework Directive, have also played a complementary role
in reinforcing transboundary water cooperation. At the continental level, the African Ministerial Council on
Water’s African Water Vision 2063 and Policy, which highlights that cooperation is no longer optional but

" UNECE, Practical Guide to the Development of Agreements and Other Arrangements for Transboundary Water
Cooperation (2021).

8 UNECE and UNESCO, Progress on Transboundary Water Cooperation — Mid-term status and SDG Indicator 6.5.2
with a special focus on Climate Change 2024 (Paris, 2024).

° Ibid.

10 Ibid.

1 Ibid.

12 In total, there are 59 parties to the UN Water Convention and 42 parties to the UN Watercourses Convention as of
August 2026.
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existential, demonstrates the importance of regional institutions in raising the political profile of water
cooperation.

Climate Change and the global hydrological cycle: a cooperation imperative

Climate change is the defining stress multiplier for transboundary water governance. Its impacts are transmitted
primarily through water - floods, droughts, glacial retreat, shifting precipitation patterns, and sea-level rise-
driven saltwater intrusion - at a scale that is unprecedented, often irreversible, and indifferent to administrative
and political borders.!* This dual reality cuts both ways: transboundary water cooperation is a critical entry
point for managing climate risk, reducing tensions, and building confidence between States, while climate
change itself can act as a catalyst, pushing riparian States toward cooperation they might not otherwise pursue.
Climate change impacts in basins lacking robust legal arrangements and joint bodies may amplify existing
grievances and intensify competition for diminishing or erratic water supplies. Cooperative responses are
lagging behind the pace of climate impacts: only 14 per cent of transboundary river and lake basins have joint
climate adaptation strategies, and only 20 per cent have joint disaster reduction strategies in place.'* While 50
per cent of transboundary river and lake basins have joint or coordinated alerting systems for floods — a concrete
demonstration of the protective benefits that cooperation can deliver - only 30 per cent have equivalent systems
in place for drought events.'> Additionally, the hydrological cycle through which climate change permeates
extends beyond blue water flows, requiring greater recognition of interactions between land use, soil moisture,
vegetation, evapotranspiration, groundwater recharge and surface water.'

Water’s growing integration into Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) and National Adaptation Plans
(NAPs) under the UNFCCC, particularly since COP26, reflects its central importance to climate action,
reinforced by the Global Goal on Adaptation’s targets on climate-resilient water and sanitation and by initiatives
such as the COP27 Action on Water Adaptation and Resilience, the COP29 Baku Dialogue on Water for
Climate Action, and the Water Convention’s Task Force on Climate Change. !’

Scientific and technical cooperation: expanding networks, persistent knowledge gaps

International water cooperation reflects a growing recognition that scientific collaboration, shared monitoring
systems and hydrological observation, joint analytical tools, and the expansion of research and professional
networks underpin trusted knowledge and effective cooperation.

Since 2023, international scientific cooperation on water has been reinforced through new and strengthened
global, regional and/or thematic initiatives , such as UNEP’s World Water Quality Alliance, IAEA’s Global
Water Analysis Laboratory Network, the Systematic Observations Financing Facility, which helps close
hydrometeorological data gaps in least developed countries, and the UNESCO-led UN Decade of Action for
Cryospheric Sciences; regional initiatives such as the WMO-led Third Pole Regional Climate Centre Network;
and specialized networks such as the Japan-supported International Network for Water and Ecosystem in Paddy
Fields (INWEPF), and the Global Environment Facility (GEF)’s International Waters Learning Exchange and
Resource Network (IW:LEARN), alongside peer-to-peer practitioner and professional networks connecting
water managers, researchers, NGOs, and the private-sector actors. UNESCO’s Intergovernmental Hydrological
Programme remains a critical platform for advancing water science cooperation and strengthening the science-
policy interface.

Despite this progress, significant gaps persist. Data availability and accessibility remain uneven,
interoperability challenges limit the use of shared datasets, and institutional or political sensitivities constrain
data exchange. Science—policy linkages also remain fragmented, affecting the translation of knowledge into
operational cooperation.

There is growing attention to open and accessible science, including citizen science, to enhance transparency,
trust and data coverage. The UNESCO Recommendation on Open Science and WMQ’s Unified Data Policy

13 IDDRI, ODI and SEI, The Global Transboundary Climate Risk Report (2023).

4 UNECE and UNESCO, Progress on Transhoundary Water Cooperation — Mid-term status and SDG Indicator 6.5.2
with a special focus on Climate Change 2024 (Paris, 2024).

15 Tbid.

16 Edoardo Borgomeo, Lara Loske-Garcia and Christina Leb, Moisture in Motion — Integrating Green Water in
Transboundary Water Governance and Development Finance (World Bank, 2026).

7 UNFCCC, Decision 12/CMA.7 — Global Goal on Adaptation, UN Doc FCCC/PA/CMA/2025/19/Add.2 (30 March
2026).



provide important frameworks for open science and interoperable data systems, although implementation of
both remains uneven.'®

Inclusive governance: participation mechanism exists but meaningful engagement is weak

23. Global progress on Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) has continued, with implementation
rates rising from 49 per cent in 2017 to 57 per cent in 2023 — a positive trajectory, but one that falls far short of
the pace required to meet SDG target 6.5 by 2030.'° While approximately half of countries now have co-
ordination and multi-stakeholder participation mechanisms in place,?’ the quality of participation within these
structures remains deeply uneven. Fewer than 20 per cent of countries report that meaningful engagement with
vulnerable groups in water decision-making is taking place, and fewer than 20 per cent have achieved gender
objectives within their national water management frameworks.?!

24. Similarly, there is marked variation in established procedures for local participation in water and sanitation
management across income groupings, with participation of lower-income groups consistently below desired
standards.?

25. Structures for inclusive cooperation exist in half of all countries, but the meaningful engagement of women,
Indigenous Peoples, youth, persons with disabilities, and other marginalized groups remains consistently poor.
In this context, Indigenous Peoples should be recognized not only as participants in water governance but as
distinct rights holders with their own governance systems and knowledge systems, consistent with the United
Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.

II1. Challenges and emerging issues

Shifting from fragility to resilience: overcoming political barriers to transboundary water cooperation

26. The challenges to progressing transboundary water cooperation are wide-ranging, including technical and data-
related constraints, power asymmetries between riparian States, historical grievances, and the deliberate use of
misinformation. These challenges can sometimes be confounded by short-term national interests taking
precedence over long-term cooperative dividends, even in scenarios where the value of joint management is
well established.  Another persistent challenge is that in basins with more than two riparian States, one or
several bilateral arrangements, however effective they might be individually, may fall short of basin-wide
coverage, leaving gaps that can be exploited politically.

27. Cooperation takes many diverse forms. While the ultimate goal should be to establish legal arrangements and
joint bodies, such as basin organizations, as the foundation for long-term, predictable, stable and transparent
cooperation that generates multiple shared benefits — in more politically sensitive basins, sustained data
exchange, technical dialogue, and informal coordination and dialogue all represent meaningful progress. Water
has consistently demonstrated a capacity to serve as a channel for dialogue and peace.?? Across differing
contexts, water cooperation has remained one of the few sustained forms of engagement between States where
broader bilateral relations are tense — providing neutral platforms for joint monitoring, data-sharing, confidence-
building, and incremental problem-solving.

28. The UN Water Conventions provide essential normative foundations and platforms for political and technical
dialogue. However, translating principles into basin-level implementation remains a challenge. The normative
foundations of international water law are themselves under pressure. Core international water law principles -
equitable use, no significant harm, and the duty to cooperate and exchange data - are increasingly contested or
narrowly interpreted. Where legal predictability weakens, trust between riparian States tends to decline, and
cooperation risks becoming transactional rather than principled.

18 UNESCO Recommendation on Open Science (2021); WMO, WMO Unified Data Policy (2022).

9 UNEP, Progress on Integrated Water Resources Management — Mid-term status of SDG indicator 6.5.1 and
acceleration needs, with a special focus on Climate Change (2024).

2 Ibid.

21 Ibid.

22 WHO and UNICEF, State of systems for drinking-water, sanitation and hygiene: global update (2025).

2 UNESCO World Water Assessment Programme, The United Nations World Water Development Report 2024 water
for prosperity and peace (Paris 2024).
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Cooperative frameworks are also vulnerable to political cycles and unilateral actions — underscoring the need
for basin-level legal and institutional arrangements that are resilient to political volatility and capable of
enduring beyond changing national contexts. Where geopolitical tensions intensify, even well-established
basin organizations and bilateral commissions can face pressure, and diplomatic and institutional foundations
of water cooperation cannot always be assumed to be resilient in the face of broader political challenges.
Recognition is therefore growing of the importance of water diplomacy in the prevention and reduction of
tensions, in managing active disputes, and in supporting reconciliation in post-conflict settings. Unfortunately,
the use of water as a tool of coercion or as a target in armed conflict poses a further and serious challenge to
progressing water cooperation.

Transitioning from commitment to delivery: financing and capacity gaps

Funding and human capacity gaps remain common barriers to effective cooperation, affecting both joint bodies
and national institutions. Following a small rebound in 2022, Overseas Development Assistance commitments
and disbursements for the water sector decreased in 2023.24

Within a transboundary context, joint bodies, including river and lake basin organizations, joint authorities, and
bilateral commissions, while forming the operational backbone of cooperation, frequently face unpredictable
funding and investment, such as late or partial contributions by Member States despite commitments and short-
term project cycles, which constrains staffing, monitoring systems, analytical capacity and continuity. Beyond
public funding gaps, cooperation mechanisms rarely function as innovation ecosystems capable of attracting
blended finance, private-sector participation, or impact investment. Therefore, despite well-established
evidence that water cooperation generates returns across economic, social, environmental, regional integration,
and peace and security dimensions - cooperation is too often framed around cost-sharing rather than treated as
a vehicle for shared investment and prosperity.

The private sector remains a largely untapped partner in transboundary water cooperation. Major agricultural,
energy, and industrial actors are among the largest water users in many transboundary waters, yet their interests
and responsibilities are rarely integrated into basin or aquifer governance frameworks.

The water sector faces a profound and underappreciated capacity gap that directly impedes progress toward the
SDGs and undermines cooperation at every level. Effective water cooperation demands a broader skills base
than traditionally recognized — spanning technical disciplines such as hydrology, engineering, and data science,
to the disciplines of law, diplomacy, international relations, gender studies and stakeholder engagement. This
multi-disciplinary deficit extends to institutional frameworks and knowledge systems at all levels. Existing
capacity-building efforts remain fragmented, short-term, project-based, and chronically under resourced.

From addressing fragmented data to promoting shared knowledge: the science gap

The limited development and integration of scientific knowledge into governance and operational practice
continues to constrain effective cooperation at multiple levels, particularly as water-related climate risks are
addressed in fragmented ways. Key bottlenecks include insufficient monitoring networks, especially for
droughts and groundwater quantity and quality, non-interoperable data systems, divergent methodologies,
restricted or politicized data exchange, weakly structured science—policy platforms, insufficient capacity
building, and a spread of disinformation and misinformation.

Inclusive knowledge production remains equally underdeveloped. Indigenous Peoples’ knowledge systems,
together with local and community-based knowledge, remain insufficiently embedded in assessments and
planning processes, despite complementing scientific knowledge and strengthening evidence-based water
governance. Citizen science, including community rainfall monitoring, participatory water quality sampling,
and local multi-hazard early warning systems, remains underutilized as a formal component of cooperative
monitoring frameworks.

Emerging technologies, including Al aided forecasting, digital twins, and satellite-based monitoring create
opportunities to enhance accessibility to and usability of information, but uneven access, limited technical
literacy, governance gaps, mistrust in adopting new tools, and in some contexts, political hesitancy to rely on
shared tools or Al-generated assessments where data sovereignty is sensitive, result in asymmetries and
fragmented uptake.

Shared aquifers, fragmented governance: the need for collective action on groundwater
In addition to challenges shared with surface waters, including sparse monitoring systems and the need for
greater data exchange, groundwater faces specific constraints. Surface—groundwater interactions and

22 WHO and UNICEF, State of systems for drinking-water, sanitation and hygiene: global update (2025).
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groundwater quality are often inadequately addressed in river and lake basin arrangements, weakening
resilience to drought and climate variability. There are only around 10 aquifer-specific arrangements globally.
Countries, in cooperation with neighboring states, should take stronger ownership of their transboundary
aquifers, including the monitoring, assessment, and management of the resources and provide sufficient
funding.

At local level, farmers, municipalities and communities are often the main users of groundwater. As aquifers
function as common-pool resources, their management is an emblematic case of the need for collective action.
The growing reliance on groundwater, including transboundary aquifers, the fact that impacts may take years
to appear, and the potential to affect multiple users, means cooperation over their shared use has become
increasingly urgent.

Another key groundwater challenge relates to the interaction between land use, green water stored in soils, and
groundwater recharge, and the need to better integrate these dynamics into water management frameworks.

Fragmentation across sectors, scales and actors and lack of inclusivity

Water governance remains fragmented across related regimes, including climate, biodiversity, land-use,
disaster risk reduction and public health. There is limited policy coherence across sectors, such as agriculture,
energy and industry. Yet, water systems are inherently interconnected: rivers link inland and coastal
ecosystems, transporting nutrients, sediments, pollutants, and flows that shape ocean health, fisheries and
livelihoods. Cooperative frameworks rarely extend beyond inland waters to coastal and marine environments,
leaving key pressures (such as nutrient pollution, altered flow regimes and plastics) insufficiently addressed
along the full source-to-sea continuum.?

Fragmentation also persists across governance scales, from global commitments to basin institutions, national
policies and local implementation. Rural communities face particular challenges here. Often the primary users
of local water sources, including groundwater, they frequently lack the institutional channels, technical
capacity, or political voice needed to connect their local realities to decisions made at national and basin levels.
The result is a structural gap in which formal governance frameworks shape water availability and quality for
local populations, while the knowledge, priorities and needs of those communities rarely flow upwards.
Multi-stakeholder approaches often remain limited to consultation or impact mitigation, with insufficient
emphasis on co-design, innovation, and joint investment. Participation mechanisms often lack meaningful
influence, and Indigenous Peoples’ distinct rights and governance roles, alongside women, youth, and local
communities remain underrepresented in decision-making and knowledge production. Marginalized groups
such as women, Indigenous Peoples, smallholder farmers, pastoralists, and communities, often in fragile and
conflict-affected settings bear the greatest burden of inequitable and unsustainable water management, fueling
tensions, and eroding trust across borders. These challenges are further exacerbated by limited sex-
disaggregated data, resourcing constraints and power imbalances, which undermine the legitimacy and
effectiveness of cooperation.

Fragmented governance systems are also ill equipped to address emerging issues such as microplastics,
pharmaceuticals, and antimicrobial resistance, and the water-migration nexus.

Increasingly, water systems are affected by armed conflicts, including destruction or weaponization of water
infrastructure, interference with water access as a tool of coercion, and contamination of shared water sources
— but international humanitarian and water law frameworks face limitations in preventing and responding to
these challenges at scale.

Solutions

Strengthen legal and institutional arrangements in transboundary basins

Cooperation delivers economic, social and environmental benefits - it reduces uncertainty, maintains channels
for dialogue, lowers the risks of water-related disputes, and supports dispute resolution. While informal, Track-
I dialogue, and technical exchanges carry significant value as precursors or complements to formal
arrangements, durable cooperation requires formal legal and institutional structures: a legal instrument — a
treaty, convention, memorandum of understanding or similar — and an institutional body mandated to
implement it, such as a basin organization, bilateral commission or joint authority with the staffing, funding
and technical capacity to make cooperation operational day-to-day.

2 UNECE, Guidance Note for Implementation of Source-to-Sea Management in Transboundary Basin (Geneva, 2025).
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Universal accession and implementation of the UN Water Conventions - as promoted through the 100 Parties
flagship initiative (aimed to secure 100 Parties by 2030), - represents a technical and political strategy for
accelerating progress in the adoption and implementation of transboundary water arrangements. The
Conventions provide normative foundations, practical tools and an institutional platform that can support
countries at every stage of developing and strengthening their cooperative arrangements, and they have proven
to complement and reinforce rather than constrain existing basin and bilateral arrangements.

In Southern Africa, the Buzi, Pungwe and Save (BuPuSa) basins between Mozambique and Zimbabwe, offer a
compelling example of accelerating progress in transboundary water cooperation. Following facilitated
dialogue and capacity-building under IUCN’s BRIDGE programme, with support from Global Water
Partnership Southern Africa and other partners, the two countries concluded water-sharing agreements for all
three basins and established the BuPuSa Watercourse Commission (BUPUSACOM), and in doing so
demonstrated how sustained technical cooperation and multi-stakeholder engagement can accelerate progress
towards operationalizing legal and institutional arrangements. Other recent examples of progress in adopting
arrangements include the Senegalo-Mauritanian Aquifer Basin System (SMAB) (Guinea-Bissau, Mauritania,
Senegal, The Gambia), the Kharmi-Debed(a) basin (Armenia and Georgia), and the Rhone and Lake Geneva
(France and Switzerland).

Transboundary legal and institutional arrangements can only deliver their potential when operationalized
through multi-level governance arrangements that connect basin and aquifer institutions to national
implementation bodies, subnational authorities, technical agencies, local communities and other water users.?
Particular attention is needed to bridge the gap between basin and national institutions on the one hand, and
rural and remote communities on the other. Structured pathways — such as community liaison mechanisms,
local water user associations with recognized roles in basin consultations, or sub-national coordination
platforms — have helped ensure that community voices and locally-held knowledge reach and inform
governance decisions at higher levels.

Fully value informal governance arrangements and water diplomacy

Informal and non-treaty cooperation pathways play a vital and often underappreciated role in water cooperation
- as precursors to formal arrangements, as complements to them where political conditions constrain
intergovernmental engagement, and sometimes as the primary vehicle for cooperation over extended periods.
In many parts of the world, such as the Sahel, pastoralists and local communities have maintained cross-border
water and resource management systems through customary arrangements that predate and operate
independently of state-level legal frameworks. Recognizing, supporting, and where appropriate formalizing
customary forms of cooperation can be one way to ensure that cooperation reaches the communities most
directly dependent on transboundary waters.

Water diplomacy can be a practical approach for navigating complex political contexts - opening space for
dialogue, creating shared points of engagement, and building confidence where progress on other issues might
be difficult. Organizations in the peace sector have resolved local disputes by brokering dialogues that help
address water scarcity and repair conflict-damaged water infrastructure while promoting regional cooperation,
such as the Water, Peace and Security partnership’s dialogue forum in Mali’s Inner Niger Delta. When designed
in an inclusive and conflict-sensitive manner these approaches can function as confidence-building measures.
Ultimately, water diplomacy is anchored in recognizing shared benefits — their visibility or the failure to
communicate them effectively often determines whether countries cooperate. A participatory benefits
assessment, for example, has facilitated transboundary cooperation between Kenya and Uganda in the Sio-
Malaba-Malakisi basin. Addressing water cooperation challenges requires a clearer articulation of its tangible
benefits for countries, people, and ecosystems in terms of shared prosperity, ecosystem health, climate
resilience and political stability — as well as its value in upholding principles of fairness, justice and ultimately
human dignity.

Mainstream climate adaptation within cooperative arrangements

As climate change intensifies and the political and hydrological context of shared basins evolves, arrangements
for transboundary water cooperation must be designed - or where appropriate revised - to be flexible, resilient,
adaptable and transparent. The most durable frameworks are those that establish clear principles and

26 Principle 12, AIDA, IUCN, WCEL and Environmental Law Institute, ‘A Manifesto for the Freshwater Rule of Law’,
https://iucn.org/sites/default/files/202606/A%20Manifesto%20for%20the%20Freshwater%20Rule%200f%20Law_WC
EL%20WWSG.pdf.
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institutional modalities while building in mechanisms for their evolution, enabling cooperation to deepen over
time without requiring full treaty renegotiation.

Several recent arrangements demonstrate this adaptive approach in practice, such as the 2017 Ecuador-Peru
Binational Commission, which embeds climate change considerations within its objectives and functions. The
long-established practices, such as the adoption of ‘minutes’ under the 1944 Water Treaty between the US and
Mexico, or the adoption of protocols under the Sava Framework Agreement, also demonstrate how countries
can adapt their legal arrangements to changing priorities and circumstances. In other contexts, such as the
Okavango River Basin, States have recognized the merits in re-negotiating arrangements to meet changing
priorities.

Cooperation need not operate only at the interstate level. The Ratu River Basin flood early warning system,
established between Nepal and India, demonstrates how community-based transboundary cooperation at a
localized scale can save lives. During the 2017 floods, upstream warnings transmitted across the border enabled
downstream communities to evacuate in time, saving 169 lives in Nepal alone, and protecting 64,000 people
from flood-related deaths. The example highlights the value of transboundary multi-hazard early warning
systems in enabling timely, risk-informed action that saves lives and reduces disaster losses.

Underpinning these approaches is a shift away from ‘shares in water’ to establishing a deliberate, transparent
and predictable process of working together to maximize benefits, while enhancing resilience to effectively and
collectively respond to and recover from future threats.

Promote innovation in the funding and financing of transboundary water cooperation

Addressing funding and financing gaps in water cooperation requires both strong institutional mandates and
more innovative approaches. Several promising models have emerged, such as the Cubango-Okavango River
Basin Fund and the Mekong Fund, which, via Basin Organizations, function as investment platforms, pool
investments and blend finance for basin-wide sustainability and climate change-related initiatives. Regional
diplomacy initiatives, such as the Blue Peace Central Asia program, can also unlock financing pathways
through a multi-tiered approach that combines international cooperation, technology transfer, and policy
dialogue. In Latin America, cooperation between Colombia and Ecuador on the Mira-Mataje and Carchi-
Guatara basins focused on ecosystem management, binational governance and community resilience has
benefited from Global Environment Facility grant financing and from CAF’s compensation mechanism, which
privilege the financing of positive ecological outcomes or projects that advance regional integration and cross-
border cooperation.

The CEO Water Mandate, Science-based Targets for Freshwater, water footprint assessments, and emerging
corporate water stewardship frameworks offer entry points for aligning private sector practice with basin-level
sustainability objectives. These initiatives can help address issues related to private companies operating across
borders, e.g. drawing on shared aquifers, sourcing from transboundary river systems, or discharging into shared
rivers, lakes and aquifers. Strengthened basin governance arrangements can also help private actors reduce
their own exposure, e.g. supply chain disruptions, stranded assets, and reputational risk from association with
resource conflicts.

Invest in the people that make transboundary water cooperation a reality

Addressing transboundary water challenges requires treating capacity development not as a peripheral support
activity but as a core component of transboundary water cooperation. Such efforts must extend beyond
hydrology and data management to encompass the legal, diplomatic, and negotiation skills needed to translate
shared knowledge into robust agreements — recognizing that the human dimensions of cooperation are as
important as the technical ones.

An effective approach is to build capacity jointly across riparian states and engage multiple stakeholder groups.
Capacity-building initiatives, such as UN Water’s SDG 6 Capacity Development Initiative, that bring together
water professionals, diplomats, scientists and stakeholders from riparian countries can help translate shared
knowledge and legal principles into practical outcomes. Positive examples of national-level investment in
capacity and institutional readiness for cooperation include Finland’s ‘Finnish Water Way’ strategy, which
unites five ministries around a shared water diplomacy agenda, engages with research institutions, civil society
and the private sector, and is supported by a dedicated Special Envoy for Water and a Water Diplomacy
Platform; and China’s ‘Belt and Road’ Water Talent Training Initiative, which has trained water professionals
from developing countries across governance, IWRM and technical domains.
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Inclusive training programs for water diplomats, support for multi-stakeholder dialogue platforms, twinning
arrangements and South-South peer-to-peer exchanges can strengthen the ability of countries to address
complex water challenges through constructive engagement. Initiatives that support the participation of
women, youth and local communities in transboundary water cooperation can broaden the perspectives
informing negotiations and contribute to more durable and legitimate cooperative outcomes.

Bridge the transboundary groundwater cooperation gap

Countries are developing innovative governance models to strengthen cooperation over transboundary aquifer
systems. The Stampriet Transboundary Aquifer System between Botswana, Namibia and South Africa has a
‘Multi-country Cooperation Mechanism’ nested within the existing governance structure of the Orange-Senqu
River Basin; and the Guarani Aquifer shared between Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay, and Uruguay, is a good
example of an aquifer-specific agreement influenced by the International Law Commission (ILC)’s Draft
Articles on Transboundary Aquifers. Similarly, the North-Western Sahara Aquifer System (NWSAS), shared
by Algeria, Libya and Tunisia, offers a model of a long-standing consultative mechanism, supported by the
Sahara and Sahel Observatory, for sustained joint monitoring, data exchange and periodic aquifer assessments.
Where formal mechanisms are absent, joint transboundary aquifer assessments and initial technical exchanges
provide practical entry points for cooperation. UNESCO and IGRAC’s update to their transboundary aquifer
database allows countries to initiate cooperation using approximate aquifer boundaries, which in turn removes
the ‘perfect knowledge’ barrier. Strengthening groundwater cooperation also requires integrating surface—
groundwater interactions into basin agreements — recognizing that groundwater recharge is fundamentally
shaped by land use, soil condition and vegetation cover - and promoting nested governance models that link
aquifer systems with river basin institutions. Advancing shared groundwater databases, conducting joint
vulnerability assessments based on agreed protocols and methodologies, and incorporating the knowledge of
local groundwater users -including agricultural, municipal and industrial stakeholders - can further support
informed and cooperative management.

Strengthen scientific cooperation through institutions, education, and capacity-building

Science-policy platforms created at the sub-national, national, regional and global levels enable the sharing of
data and knowledge across disciplines and institutions.

Joint monitoring networks build trust and establish a robust foundation for decision-making. The Autonomous
Binational Authority of Lake Titicaca, established in 1996, provides an example of joint scientific monitoring
institutionalized in a bilateral governance framework.

Citizen science provides an opportunity to empower local cooperation in water management. Digital resources
enable various stakeholders to contribute data at their own level. For instance, smartphone applications for
water quality and quantity monitoring and community-based rainfall measurement can feed into early warning
systems. An example of empowering local cooperation in water management is the Mekong River
Commission’s work with fishing communities across Cambodia, Lao PDR, Thailand, and Vietnam to develop
community-based fisheries monitoring - local fishers record catch data, species composition, and seasonal
observations that professional monitoring networks cannot cost-effectively capture.

Professional and practitioner knowledge networks offer a complementary and cost-effective mechanism for
scientific and technical cooperation. For example, the International Network of Basin Organizations plays an
important role, supporting basin organizations globally through peer exchange and other means. Embedding
these types of networks within broader scientific cooperation frameworks can help close the gap between
knowledge production and operational application.

Methodological frameworks can also strengthen the science—policy interface in cooperative settings. For
example, the Climate Risk Informed Decision Analysis (CRIDA) methodology supports water management
planning under deep uncertainty by combining scientific analysis with structured stakeholder engagement.
Emerging technologies, including Al, satellite observation, and digital tools can support the science-policy
interface but must be implemented in a way that promotes sustainability, equitable access and trust.
Sustaining scientific cooperation requires continued investment in education, training, knowledge transfer and
intergenerational renewal, including support for youth and early-career professionals. Persistent and emerging
capacity gaps, particularly due to workforce turnover, highlight the need for more ambitious and sustained
capacity development efforts.

Numerous initiatives led by countries, international agencies and scientific networks support training and
knowledge exchange—from students to experienced professionals—and help build the skills needed to generate



water knowledge and develop practical solutions. Such efforts are particularly important in the water sector,
where shared methods, training and practical experience help translate knowledge into effective water
management solutions.

Implement meaningful participation and integrate water cooperation across sectors

71. At the transboundary level, training women as water diplomats, mediators and negotiators helps to strengthen
cooperation quality through the better integration of diverse perspectives. The Women in Water Diplomacy
Network is a good example of how the role of women in transboundary water cooperation can be supported
and strengthened, alongside basin-level efforts such as the Limpopo Basin Commission’s Gender Equality and
Social Inclusion Strategy and gender-mainstreaming strategies developed by the Okavango, Orange-Senqu and
Zambezi Basin Commissions. Collecting data on gender mainstreaming as a matter of course can be utilized
to monitor and ensure all countries achieve gender mainstreaming in implementation of cooperative
frameworks.

72. There are examples of Indigenous Peoples’ participation and governance in transboundary contexts, such as
the renegotiation of the Columbia Treaty, that demonstrates how recognition of Indigenous Peoples as rights
holders can enhance inclusive governance. The Murray-Darling Basin is also an example of how water
allocation for cultural and environmental purposes can be identified through community consultations, thus
showing institutional acknowledgement of indigenous knowledge.

73. The Water Youth Strategy (2025) mobilized by 370+ water-youth organizations, and facilitated by UNESCO,
promotes mentoring, through pairing youth with government delegations in cooperation negotiations, which in
turn can foster innovation.

74. Within a transboundary basin context, multi-stakeholder dialogue processes can ensure that civil society,
private sector, academia, communities, and others shape cooperation alongside governments. For instance,
while the establishment of formal multi-country basin-wide arrangements is challenging in South Asia, Track
IT dialogue processes - such as the South Asian Consortium for Interdisciplinary Water Resources Studies
(SaciWATERs), which brings together water professionals, civil society organizations, and former officials -
have emerged as fragile but important platforms for cross-border dialogue.

75. Reconciling competing sectoral demands makes cooperation necessary, and engaging economic sectors widens
the potential for synergies and shared benefits. The Water-Energy-Food-Ecosystems (WEFE) nexus approach
has emerged as one of the most promising frameworks for advancing transboundary water cooperation,
recognizing that shared water resources cannot be managed sustainably in isolation from the agricultural,
energy, and ecological systems they support. Along similar lines, source-to-sea cooperation linking river basin
organizations with regional sea conventions, such as the Danube-Black Sea program, demonstrates the
importance of linking across governance levels and associated ecosystems.

76. The global production and consumption of food, clothes and other goods strongly influence water challenges
and solutions. The tracking of “embedded” water, or water footprints, across value chains, including through
international trade, linking consumer and producer economies, has helped identify hotspots and create practical
entry points for collaboration between actors who would not otherwise cooperate.

V. Recommendations and conclusions
Recommendation 1: scale up and enhance legal and institutional frameworks for transboundary water
cooperation

77. Strengthening the legal and institutional foundations for transboundary water cooperation. States should
accede to and implement the UN Water Conventions, and should also accelerate the development of basin-level
legal arrangements, and establish or strengthen the joint bodies — such as basin organizations, bilateral
commissions and joint authorities — mandated to implement them, giving priority to basins and regions with
the lowest coverage, particularly in Asia and Latin America. States that have yet to establish arrangements
can develop action plans or roadmaps under the SDG 6.5.2 process and use it as a platform for dialogue,
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confidence building and negotiation. Where arrangements are not functional, States should invest in making
them operational.

Integrating cross-sectoral and cross-system linkages. Source-to-sea approaches, as exemplified in the case of
the Danube-Black Sea program, should be incorporated within transboundary cooperation frameworks, linking
inland basin governance to coastal and marine management, including through coordination with Regional Seas
Conventions and action plans. WEFE nexus assessment may also be embedded in transboundary basin
planning to identify synergies and manage trade-offs across water, agriculture, energy, and ecosystems — which
in turn can help build the multi-sectoral investment case needed to attract climate and development finance.
Improved understanding of embedded water and water footprints across value chains can help identify
cooperation opportunities between countries, sectors and stakeholders connected through economic,
agricultural and industrial systems.

Building adaptability and closing groundwater gaps. Existing basin agreements should be future proofed
through adaptive mechanisms and, where relevant, review processes that allow them to evolve with changing
hydrological, climatic and political conditions without requiring full treaty negotiation. Additionally,
transboundary water cooperation should be better integrated into national water strategies, NAPs, NDCs, and
national and local disaster risk reduction strategies under the Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction
2015-2030, the Paris Agreement, and incorporated into the monitoring of the Global Goal on Adaptation.
Transboundary aquifer governance, including surface-groundwater interactions, should be incorporated into
existing basin agreements, with aquifer-specific arrangements established where gaps persist, building on the
2008 ILC Draft Articles on Transboundary Aquifers and inspired by models such as the Stampriet, NWSAS
and Guarani aquifers. Consideration of transboundary aquifers within SDG 6.5.2 monitoring cycles can also
be improved to make groundwater more visible.

Safeguarding ecosystems and accounting for green water. The scope of transboundary cooperation frameworks
may be extended, where appropriate, to address green water and land-water interactions, recognizing that land
use decisions affecting soil moisture and vegetation cover in one country may directly shape groundwater
recharge and river flows elsewhere. In addition, where lacking, basin agreements, monitoring frameworks and
institutional mandates should encompass the protection, restoration and sustainable management of freshwater
ecosystems as a cooperative objective.

Recommendation 2: mobilize sustained and innovative funding and financing for water cooperation
Building the evidence base and institutional footing for investment. Methodologies and assessments for
quantifying the value of transboundary water cooperation should be upscaled, drawing on those developed
under the UN Water Convention. Stable, multi-year funding mechanisms should also be established for joint
bodies, treating cooperation funding and financing as an investment in national water and climate strategies
rather than as discretionary aid.

Leveraging climate and blended finance. Transboundary water cooperation should be explicitly integrated into
national climate finance proposals, recognizing that cross-border cooperation qualifies as adaptation investment
under funds such as the Green Climate Fund. Blended finance models, such as those found in the Cubango-
Okavango and Mekong River Basins, that combine public sector funding with private investment, development
bank co-financing, and results-based payments should be scaled up, building on proven models, with WEFE
nexus investment planning applied to demonstrate cross-sectoral returns that de-risk cooperation for private
and institutional investors.

Engaging partners and coordinating support. The private sector should be engaged more in basin management
through multi-stakeholder platforms that align corporate water stewardship with basin-level objectives. Donor
support should also be coordinated to avoid fragmentation, including through joint financing frameworks and
multi-donor trust fund models for regional and global cooperation.
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Recommendation 3: harness water diplomacy and informal cooperation as strategic instruments for
peace, prosperity and resilience

Embedding water into peace and mediation processes. Water cooperation should be systematically
incorporated into early warning, mediation, and peacebuilding strategies, including assessments of water
infrastructure vulnerabilities and opportunities for confidence-building through joint monitoring and data
exchange. The deployment of Climate, Peace and Security Advisors through the Climate Security Mechanism
in some regions illustrates a useful integrated and politically-anchored approach.

Recognizing informal and customary governance. Indigenous and customary water governance arrangements
should be recognized, supported, and where appropriate formalized, particularly in regions such as the Sahel,
where cross-border resource management systems predate and operate independently of state frameworks. In
basins where formal multi-country arrangements remain politically difficult to establish, Track II dialogue
processes led by academic institutions and think tanks, should be supported as a fragile but important platform
for sustained cross-border engagement.

Building diplomatic capacity and institutions. Water diplomacy capacity should be built at the national level
to ensure that ministries of foreign affairs, finance, environment and water have the technical skills and
institutional mandates to deploy water as a diplomatic instrument. Dedicated water diplomacy units should be
established or strengthened within UN regional commissions, and relevant multilateral bodies should provide
on-demand mediation and negotiation support. Through these efforts the foundational principles of
international water law — equitable use, no significant harm, and the duty to cooperate — should be actively
reinforced in multilateral forums.

Recommendation 4: close the scientific cooperation gap by moving from data exchange to shared
knowledge systems

Building interoperable and inclusive monitoring systems. Common protocols for hydrological monitoring,
modelling, and climate risk assessment should be developed as a foundation for interoperable data systems,
building on the UNESCO Open Science Recommendation and WMQO’s Unified Data Policy. The merits of a
periodic global scientific assessment on water should be explored. Joint monitoring networks in basins should
be expanded where they are currently lacking, with priority to drought and groundwater monitoring, and to
wetland ecosystem health monitoring. Citizen science and community-based monitoring should be integrated
into national and basin-level observation systems, and emerging technologies — Al forecasting, digital twins,
satellite observation — should be deployed in ways that reduce rather than widen the capacity gap between
countries, ensuring equitable access and political trust in shared tools.

Translating science into governance and public trust. Structured science-policy platforms should be
strengthened at national, basin, regional and global levels, so that scientific findings are systematically
translated into cooperative risk-informed governance decisions. Strategic communication of scientific findings
and the benefits of cooperation should also be prioritized, developing accessible, locally resonating narratives
about what transboundary cooperation delivers for people, ecosystems and economies, and building the
institutional capacity to counter disinformation campaigns that undermine trust in shared water governance and
science-based decision making.

Investing in people and knowledge exchange. Regular basin-to-basin and aquifer-to-aquifer peer learning
among scientists, basin organizations, policymakers and water diplomats should be supported. Professional
training and education, and intergenerational renewal of scientific and technical communities that make
cooperation operational should be treated as a core governance investment rather than a peripheral support
activity. Practitioner knowledge networks should also be supported and connected as part of national and
regional scientific cooperation strategies, recognizing their role in translating evidence into operational water
management outcomes.
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Recommendation 5: transform inclusive governance from structural commitment to meaningful practice
Making participation meaningful and measurable. Meaningful participation of women, Indigenous Peoples,
youth and local communities should be embedded and enforced in legal, policy and institutional frameworks
with clear roles and accountability. Sex-disaggregated and socially disaggregated data on water governance
participation should be collected and reported as a standard component of SDG 6 monitoring, making
participation deficits visible and actionable. More broadly, multi-stakeholder dialogue processes should be
aligned with real decision-making authority, thus moving beyond consultation toward co-design and joint
investment in cooperative outcomes.

Advancing gender-inclusive water diplomacy. Women should be trained and supported as water diplomats,
mediators, and negotiators through initiatives such as the Women for Water Diplomacy network, and
delegations to international water negotiations should include gender-balanced representation.

Recognizing Indigenous governance and empowering youth. Indigenous Peoples’ rights and customary
governance arrangements should be recognized and integrated into basin-level frameworks drawing on
experience such as the Columbia River Treaty renegotiation and the Murray-Darling Basin. Meaningful youth
engagement should be supported, including through the Youth4Water Flagship Initiative, 2’
programs that pair young professionals with government delegations, and structured pathways into water
diplomacy careers.

mentoring

Recommendation 6: build the human and institutional capacity that cooperation requires

Broadening the skills base and enhance communication. Effective water cooperation requires a far broader
skills base than the water sector currently possesses or systematically develops — spanning hydrology, law,
diplomacy, data science, gender expertise, and stakeholder engagement. Communication skills, translating
complex realities into credible and locally resonant narratives, are equally critical and systematically neglected,
particularly where trust in international institutions is under strain. Existing capacity-development efforts
remain fragmented, short-term and chronically under resourced.

Joint learning across riparian states. Joint capacity development, such as UN-Water’s SDG 6 Capacity
Development Initiative, should be strengthened across riparian states, rather than with individual countries in
isolation, so that building shared knowledge simultaneously strengthens both technical competence and
cooperation relationships. Twinning and pairing arrangements should also be promoted among basin
organizations, bilateral commissions and joint authorities, regional platforms, and national authorities, enabling
systematic South-South and North-South peer learning.

Broadening the skills curriculum. Multi-year training programs should be expanded to combine water law,
diplomacy, negotiation, science, governance, and communication and public engagement, including the skills
to make the case for cooperation to political leaders, local communities and the broader public, and to respond
effectively to disinformation. The skills needed to translate shared hydrological knowledge into resilient
agreements should be recognized and promoted as being as important as technical ones.

Sustaining institutions and tracking gaps. Institutions that build capacity continuously, such as universities,
research and practitioner networks, river basin organizations, should be invested in, rather than solely relying
on one-off projects. Data on capacity gaps should also be collected and reported as a standard element of
national SDG 6 reviews, making the human dimension of water governance deficits as visible as the technical
and financial ones.

Conclusion: cooperation is the only option for a future that benefits all

The 2026 UN Water Conference takes place at a moment when the case for water cooperation has never been
stronger, the evidence of its benefits never clearer — and the distance still to travel before cooperation matches
the scale of the challenge never more apparent. The evidence in this paper is clear: cooperation works. It
prevents conflict, generates shared prosperity, strengthens resilience to climate change, and protects freshwater
ecosystems. The question before the Conference is not whether to cooperate, but how to make cooperation
more operational, risk-informed, more beneficial, more durable, and more equitable.

27 Adopted by the UNESCO IHP Council through Resolution IHP/IC-XXVII/8, June 2026.



VI. Guiding questions

1. Looking toward 2030 and beyond, what are the most critical priorities for strengthening transboundary water
cooperation in a context of climate variability and change, environmental degradation, disasters, water-related
risks and competing demands. How can the international community better support cooperation, peace and
the implementation of international water law, particularly in politically complex or fragile contexts where
trust between riparian States may be declining?

2. What would it take to have operational arrangements, including joint bodies, in place for all transboundary
rivers, lakes and aquifers globally, and how can UN Member States, civil society and partners - at national,
basin, regional and international levels — make it a reality?

3. What approaches have proven effective in strengthening cooperation on groundwater resources, including in
relation to transboundary aquifers, pollution prevention and conjunctive management of surface water and
groundwater?

4. How can funding and financing for water cooperation be improved and better targeted — for example, to trigger
and capitalize on new forms of cooperation, to leverage climate finance, and to support the long-term financial
stability of basin organizations?

5. Which tools, mechanisms and practical experiences have proven effective in enabling women, Indigenous
Peoples, youth and local communities—particularly where they are directly affected by pressing water-related
challenges—to move beyond consultation and assume a meaningful and accountable role in the production
and use of knowledge, as well as in decision-making on water management?

6. How can countries, international agencies, scientific networks and educational institutions better invest in and
support education, scientific cooperation, emerging technologies, professional training and intergenerational
renewal in the water sector, in order to strengthen the human capacities, shared methods and practical expertise
needed for effective, evidence-based and sustainable water governance and management?
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