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Editorial

Dear colleagues,
 
It is with great pleasure that we present the sixth edition of 
the RésEAU Brief series, a medium to share SDC’s learnings 
from water-related projects and programmes at the global 
level. This edition addresses water as a vector for peace.

Water is a vital element, not only in the fight against pov-
erty but also for peace and political stability. In the  
future, water will be of more geopolitical importance than 
any other resource, including crude oil, with demand set 
to rise more than 50% by 2030 (World Resource Institute, 
2021). This will also increase the risk of conflict over water. 

Competition over access to water resources and related ser-
vices affects people across the globe in their daily lives, 
from anxiety whether the family’s daily drinking water can 
be secured to struggles over water allocation between rural 
and urban water users.

Most of the world’s water resources are shared between 
countries. These transboundary waters create social, eco-
nomic, environmental and political interdependencies that 
make cooperation a precondition to sustainable devel-
opment and peace (United Nations and UNESCO, 2021). 

SDG target 6.5 calls for the implementation of integrat-
ed water resources management at all levels, including 
through transboundary cooperation, by 2030.

Against the backdrop of these challenges, this RésEAU 
Brief shares project experiences and tools to approach 
water as a vector for peace, including strategies that can be 
used to strengthen cooperation on water at different levels. 

The current edition contributes learning from concrete  
projects to this year’s global attention and dialogues on  
water for peace. In 2024, the World Water Day focused on  
Leveraging Water for Peace. Moreover, the International 
Cooperation Forum Switzerland 2024 poses the question 
“What is peace?” and provides space to exchange on Water 
and Peace. Lastly, Switzerland as an elected member of the 
UN Security Council from 2023 to 2024 focuses on build-
ing sustainable peace, protecting civilians in armed conflict 
and addressing climate security. In all these areas, water and  
water-related infrastructure is often a key piece of the puzzle. 

We wish you a good read and welcome your feedback 
and comments! 
 

Daniel Maselli 
SDC RésEAU Focal Point 
daniel.maselli@eda.admin.ch 

Marc Monnet and Bernita Doornbos 
Editors RésEAU Brief and 
backstoppers to the RésEAU
marc.monnet@helvetas.org
bernita.doornbos@helvetas.org

https://www.wri.org/events/2021/03/world-water-day#:~:text=Water%20demand%20is%20projected%20to,water%20secure%20future%20is%20essential.
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/SDG652_2021_2nd_Progress_Report_ENG_web.pdf
https://www.un.org/en/observances/water-day
https://icforum.swiss/programme
https://icforum.swiss/programme
mailto:daniel.maselli%40eda.admin.ch?subject=
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1.	 Global outlook on water cooperation

Conflicts tied to freshwater resources have occurred 
throughout history. Water either triggered conflicts, was 
used as a weapon, or water systems themselves became a 
casualty of war. Understanding the causes and patterns of 
water-related conflicts is essential for prioritising resolution 
efforts and strategies to reduce the risk of future conflicts 
(Gleick and Shimabuku, 2023).

Historic trends

The Pacific Institute began collecting data on water-related  
conflicts more than 35 years ago and created an open-
source database - the Water Conflict Chronology (WCC) - 
to categorize and analyse water-related conflicts. The WCC 
includes verified instances from 2500 BC to 2023 where 
water or water systems have been a trigger (the control 
of or access to water leads to conflict), a weapon (water 
is used as a tool), or a casualty of conflict (a water system 
becomes a direct target). A recent analysis focused on the 
last two decades (see Figure 1) as data availability and re-
porting methods before this period were less comprehen-
sive and consistent.  

The analysis shows a worsening trend of increasing  
water-related conflicts during recent decades. This trend 
was confirmed by another recent study which merged the 
Transboundary Freshwater Dispute Database with the WCC 
for a more comprehensive overview. Therein, a shift in the 
cooperation-conflict balance was observed, with conflicts 
surpassing cooperation events for the first time in 2017 
(Kåresdotter et al., 2023).  

Global hotspots

This worsening trend appears to be particularly related to 
violence in the Middle East, growing disputes during severe 
droughts over access to water in countries such as India 
and Iran, and worsening confrontations between nomadic 
pastoralists and farmers in sub-Saharan Africa. A notable 
increase in attacks on water systems (“casualties”) in 
recent years is also observed, with deliberate targeting of 
civilian water infrastructures amidst ongoing conflicts such 
as the Russia-Ukraine war (Pacific Institute, 2023).

While both too much and too little water can foster coop-
eration, conflicts appear more prevalent in drier regions 
where water is scarce (Kåresdotter et al., 2023). Regions 
with the highest number of recorded water-related conflicts 
are the Middle East, Eastern Africa, Central and Southern 
Asia. These are mostly dry areas, consisting of deserts and 
steppes with low precipitation, often leading to increased 
drought risk and water insecurity (Kåresdotter et al., 2023).  

The Water, Peace and Security (WPS) partnership devel-
oped the Global Early Warning Tool to forecast water- 
related conflicts over the next 12 months. The Conflict 
Risk Forecast map (see Figure 2) is currently limited to 
Africa, Western Asia, South and Southeast Asia, but the 
Annual Review 2023 mentions other regions as well.  
The map helps to identify hotspots but does not identi-
fy the potential cause of conflicts; this must be analysed 
through regional studies. 

Figure 1: The number of water conflict events per year 
from 2000 to 2023. Data from the Pacific Institute WCC.
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https://iopscience.iop.org/article/10.1088/1748-9326/acbb8f/pdf
https://pacinst.org/mission-and-vision/
https://www.worldwater.org/conflict/map/
https://transboundarywaters.ceoas.oregonstate.edu/transboundary-freshwater-diplomacy-database
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969723001705
https://pacinst.org/announcement/violence-over-water-increases-globally-according-to-new-data-from-pacific-institute-water-conflict-chronology/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969723001705
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0048969723001705
https://waterpeacesecurity.org
https://www.wri.org/initiatives/water-peace-security-partnership/global-early-warning-tool
https://waterpeacesecurity.org/map
https://waterpeacesecurity.org/map
https://waterpeacesecurity.org/info/global-tool-update-december-2023-annual-review
https://pacinst.org/announcement/violence-over-water-increases-globally-according-to-new-data-from-pacific-institute-water-conflict-chronology/
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Progress towards SDG 6.5

SDG 6.5 aims to “by 2030, implement integrated water 
resources management (IWRM) at all levels, including 
through transboundary cooperation as appropriate”. 
Achieving SDG 6.5 is needed to balance competing  
social, economic, and environmental demands and neg-
ative impacts on water resources. Unfortunately, the 
world is not on track to achieve SDG 6.5 at all. While 
most countries have made some progress, the global 
rate of progress on IWRM implementation within 
national boundaries needs to double if the goal shall still 
be achieved by 2030 (SDG 6.5.1) (UNEP, 2021). Only 24 
countries have operational arrangements¹ covering all 
their transboundary basin areas, and only 46 countries  

have operational arrangements covering 70 per cent 
or more of their transboundary basin area (SDG 6.5.2) 
(United Nations and UNESCO, 2021). 

Key challenges for advancing towards SDG 6.5 in gen-
eral include the lack of policy coordination, insufficient 
funding, weak institutional capacity, and insufficient 
monitoring and data sharing. 

The next section will present experiences of water coop-
eration within national borders, followed by a section 
on the implementation of innovative financial tools for 
transboundary water cooperation.

Figure 2: Water-related Conflict Risk Forecast Map. 
Source: WPS Global Early Warning Tool – 2023 Annual Review

While primarily used to predict water- and climate-related conflict, the tool is designed to forecast any type of violent 
conflict. Previous early warning tools only focused on political, economic, social, and demographic factors to predict  
water-related conflict. The WPS tool is unique because it combines these factors with environmental variables linked to 
water, such as rainfall, water scarcity and crop failure, to understand the full picture. The map shows where the model 
predicts the likelihood of at least 10 fatalities in the next 12 months in the first subnational administrative unit that faces 
water challenges. 

1 	 A bilateral or multilateral treaty, convention, agreement, or other 
formal arrangement between riparian countries that provides a 
framework for cooperation.

https://www.unwater.org/sites/default/files/app/uploads/2021/09/SDG6_Indicator_Report_651_Progress-on-Integrated-Water-Resources-Management_2021_EN.pdf
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2021-12/SDG652_2021_2nd_Progress_Report_ENG_web.pdf
https://waterpeacesecurity.org/info/global-tool-update-december-2023-annual-review
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2.	 Water cooperation within 
national borders

Roughly half of the world’s population currently experienc-
es severe water scarcity for at least part of the year. One 
quarter of the world’s population face ‘extremely high’ lev-
els of water stress, using over 80% of their annual renew-
able freshwater supply (UNESCO, 2024).  

Competition over water occurs at local level, for example 
between water users of the same drinking water supply 
system or between head and tailenders of an irrigation 
system. Also playing out at local level but with national 
implications, is the competition between different water 
use sectors over the quantity and quality of water, such as 
between urban water demand and agriculture or between 
industry and ecosystems. This competition impacts the dai-
ly lives of millions of water users around the globe but does 
not make it to the headlines.
 
This section highlights the strategies of projects that have 
improved water governance and cooperation within coun-
tries, crossing administrative boundaries and between wa-
ter use sectors.

2.1 Cooperation across administrative borders

For an example on community and local level conflicts 
around water and how to address them, we focus on the 
Borana region of southern Ethiopia. Access to grazing 
lands and water is key for pastoralist communities there, 
yet they face increasingly frequent and intense droughts. 
Underlying are also the conflicts between nomadic herd-
ers and sedentary farmers over natural resources, and the 
degradation of pastureland – whether through overgraz-
ing, bush encroachment or soil erosion. The consequences 
are dramatic: a decrease in productivity and an increase in 
poverty, hunger and water shortages (SDC, nd).

The SDC project Sustainable Natural Resources 
Management for Enhanced Pastoralist Food Security (or 
‘NRM-Borana’) aimed to improve the food and nutrition 
security and the resilience of (agro-) pastoralist communi-
ties in the Borana Zone, through context–specific and sus-
tainable NRM practices, and through enhanced pastoralist 
income diversification (Helvetas, 2021).

Intra-community conflicts occur between members of 
the same or different villages, clusters, districts or munic-
ipalities. They generally concern disagreements over the 
use of a water source or pasture – especially the enclosure, 
by an individual, of pastureland that is considered commu-
nal (Helvetas, 2022). The project has sought to address the 
competition for natural resources through the improved 
governance of water and pastures and managing con-
flicts immediately associated with these (Helvetas, 2022). 
Concretely, through the revitalization of the traditional 
meetings for determining natural resource management 
and by building mutual understanding between the local 
government officers and traditional authorities. Capacities 
were built of local leaders and Peace Committee members 
in conflict-sensitive dialogue. Despite their traditional ex-
clusion from such fora, the project insisted on women’s 
involvement in governance processes, recognizing their 
key role in collecting domestic water supplies and water-
ing weaker animals (Helvetas, 2022).

Access to water is also contested between governments, 
across administrative boundaries within a country. In 
Bolivia, the SDC-funded Integrated Water Management 
project supported the Ministry of the Environment and 
Water in improving integrated water and watershed man-
agement, and putting the National Watershed Plan into 
practice (SDC, nd).

Because of the drought of 2017, rural people in Ethiopia deepen the drenching pond so that more water can be collected. 
© Helvetas, 2017

https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000388952
https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/projekte/projekte.filterResults.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2014/7F09038/phase1?oldPagePath=/content/deza/en/home/projekte/projekte.html
https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/Africa/Ethiopia/NRMBorana_Folder_Final.pdf
https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/Africa/Ethiopia/NRMBorana_BN3_online.pdf
https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/Africa/Ethiopia/NRMBorana_BN7_online.pdf
https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/Africa/Ethiopia/NRMBorana_BN3_online.pdf
https://www.helvetas.org/es/bolivia/lo-que-hacemos/como-trabajamos/nuestros-proyectos/America-latina/Bolivia/bolivia-gestion-agua
https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/countries/bolivia.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2010/7F07045/phase3
https://www.helvetas.org/en/switzerland/what-we-do/how-we-work/our-projects/africa/ethiopia/ethiopia-pastoralist-communities
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In two strategic watersheds under this plan, shared 
between subnational departmental and municipal govern-
ments, conflicts occur for three reasons: over water access 
and use rights, over the management of water supply sys-
tems, and over water quality, notably due to mining in 
their upper parts (Helvetas, 2022). The project sought to 
establish coordination among various state levels, water 
use sectors and institutions at watershed level. This was 
done through the organization of Interinstitutional 
Basin Platforms, in charge of defining and implement-
ing watershed master plans. Both are instruments for 
dialogue, for identifying common interests that override 
differences (such as the protection of water sources) and 
agreement, placed in the hands of the basin stakeholders. 

2.2 Cooperation across sectors

In the Greater Mekong sub-region (Cambodia, China, 
Laos, Myanmar, Thailand, and Vietnam), the pressure on the 
river’s water is growing due to hydropower development, 
in a context of demographic growth and rapid urbanization 
and large-scale natural resource exploitation. Downstream 
river ecosystems, the environmental services they pro-
vide and the local riverine population whose livelihoods 
depend on them, have been negatively affected through 

In the upper part of the watersheds in Bolivia, mining is an important economic activity for families. Contamination of the rivers is the greatest 
impact that the watershed and the population suffer from this activity.
© Helvetas, 2022

lower flow rates and pollution of water (OXFAM, nd). 
Yet people most affected continue to be excluded from 
decision-making on water resource management.  

The Inclusive Water Governance Project (IWGP), imple-
mented by Oxfam and International Rivers, aims to make 
water resource governance processes at the national 
and regional levels more inclusive of civil society, women 
and marginalized social groups (SDC, nd). 

The project follows three strategies to achieve greater  
citizen participation in water governance and cross-sector 
dialogues: 1) promote the leadership roles of women 
and representatives of marginalized social groups in influ-
encing national and regional (non) state actors in water 
governance and energy policy and planning processes;  
2) enhance the engagement of riverine communities and 
civil society actors in those processes, to promote the 
interests and rights of vulnerable social groups; and 3) 
increase compliance of government and private sector 
actors at the national and regional levels with interna-
tional standards and best practice for the protection of 
human rights, and engage with and include the perspec-
tives of civil society in hydropower and renewable energy 
policies and plans (OXFAM, nd, SDC, nd). 

https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/Latin-America/Bolivia/Gestion%20Integral%20del%20Agua/2022/Plataformas%20Interinstitucionales%20de%20Cuenca.pdf
https://www.helvetas.org/Publications-PDFs/Latin-America/Bolivia/Gestion%20Integral%20del%20Agua/2022/Plataformas%20Interinstitucionales%20de%20Cuenca.pdf
https://oi-files-cng-v2-prod.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/asia.oxfam.org/s3fs-public/file_attachments/Inclusion%20Project%20Phase%202%20Brochure.pdf
https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/de/home/themen/wasser/wasser-ein-element-der-sicherheit.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2021/7F10536/phase1?oldPagePath=/content/deza/de/home/themen/wasser/wasser-ein-element-der-sicherheit.html
https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/countries/mekong.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2021/7F10536/phase1
https://asia.oxfam.org/what-we-do-mekong-water-governance/inclusion-project-phase-2-mekong-regional-water-governance
https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/countries/mekong.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2021/7F10536/phase1
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3.	 Transboundary water cooperation 

3.1 Blue Peace: water as an asset for peace

Through the Blue Peace initiative, launched in 2010, 
Switzerland is supporting both cross-border cooper-
ation and national platforms for dialogue on water 
access issues. Blue Peace is based on the idea that manag-
ing water resources around the world fairly and efficiently 
helps to achieve sustainable peace. Switzerland has a 
range of foreign policy instruments – The “Swiss tool-
box”– to meet the current challenges (see Figure 3).

The Blue Peace initiative uses various instruments to 
reduce tensions over shared water resources and build 
water cooperation to support peace and stability. These 
instruments include innovative financial tools that facili-
tate cross-sectoral and transboundary investment in water. 
Water-related investments are mostly done at a national or 
sector level. However, local governments and river basin 
organisations are in many cases the main providers of 
water-related services and responsible for the integrated 
and sustainable management of water resources these 
services depend on.  

Figure 3. The Swiss water and security toolbox (SDC, 2017).

Promoting access to public and private capital for these 
non-sovereign entities while strengthening their institu-
tional capacities is the aim of the Blue Peace Financing 
initiative. The initiative incentivizes countries and sectors 
to cooperate on sustainable resource management, reduc-
ing social, political, economic, and environmental risks and 
conflicts. It also reshapes the financial sector’s view of 
water: not as a distinct sector, but as an entry-point for 
multisectoral and regional impact investment opportuni-
ties. The initiative is being developed and implemented 
by SDC, in partnership with the UN Capital Development 
Fund (UNCDF). 

Engaging the Network for Political Dialogue
Policy and diplomatic dialogue, region or basin-speci�c workshops, 
capacity-building for basin population and stakeholders

Joint hydrological monitoring, modelling, management and 
exchange of water data

Transboundary basin management plans, legal frameworks and 
institutions

Desk and �elds studies of water security issues and solutions

Communication and Advocacy

Tangible Joint Strategic Operations

Humanitarian Interventions in Con�icts and Disasters

Providing sustainable access to water and  sanitation services

Advocacy, mass 
communication, inputs 
to formal and informal 
policy, political and 
diplomatic processes

https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/themes-sdc/water/wasser-ein-element-der-sicherheit.html#:~:text=Through%20the%20Blue%20Peace%20initiative,helps%20to%20achieve%20sustainable%20peace.
https://www.thebluepeaceinitiative.org/about-blue-peace-who-we-are.html
https://www.shareweb.ch/site/Water/resources/Documents/2022/Water%20for%20peace%20-%20Atlas.pdf
https://www.thebluepeaceinitiative.org/blue-peace-financing.html
https://www.thebluepeaceinitiative.org/blue-peace-financing.html
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Figure 4. Advantages of the Blue Peace Bond (UNCDF, 2022).

Figure 5. Theory of change of the Blue Peace Financing 
Initiative (UNCDF, 2022).

3.2  The Blue Peace Financing Initiative: 
Transboundary and multisectoral invest-
ments in the Gambia river basin

Background
The first phase of the project (2018-2024) aims to enhance 
sustainable economic development and peaceful societies 
by creating new and additional ways to access financial 
capital at transboundary and municipal level, based on 
joint multisectoral investment plans. The pilot phase is cur-
rently taking place in West Africa, with the Gambia River 
Basin Development Organisation (OMVG). The OMVG was 
created in 1978; its member states comprise The Gambia, 
Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, and Senegal. OMVG funds its pro-
jects mainly through individual contributions from its four 
member states. However, without a direct funding mecha-
nism, it faces challenges due to a complex network of con-
tracts and conditions, making it ineffective (OMVG, 2023). 

This River Basin Organization (RBO) has proven to be the 
ideal pilot case to demonstrate the Blue Peace Financing 
Initiative. It is a well-established RBO with a legal frame-
work that provides the necessary authority to raise and 
manage funds. In addition, the OMVG is open to trying 
new ways of financing. Moreover, OMVG has proven to 
have a strong political will and support from its member 
states (UNCDF, 2022). 

Mobilize / scale
through BP Bonds

Upgrade

Upgrade

Policy
framework

Livelihood
asset

Credit
worthiness of 
non-sovereign

entity

CAPITAL

Uses anew financing 
structure blending 
public money and 
private capital to 
invest in a new type of 
financial instrument: 
Blue Peace Bond.

Reduces the 
specific 
government
burden of each 
project. 

Improves
the investment’s
risk-return
profile.

Supports
member states 
of RBOs to 
access capital.

Is based on the 
development of
transboundary, 
multisectoral
joint investment
plans. 

Is a portfolio
approach.

Is a blended
finance approach. 

Will be issued by a Special Purpose Vehicle (SPV);
Will be issued based on the Joint Investment plan; 
Will be backed by cash-flows from the underlying projects;
Is the beginning of innovative financing for that RBOs future masterplans;
Is complementary to classic financial sources;
Provides a new opportunity for regional and multisectoral impact investing.  

The Blue Peace Bond: 

https://www.uncdf.org/blue-peace-financing-initiative
https://www.uncdf.org/blue-peace-financing-initiative
https://www.eda.admin.ch/deza/en/home/themes-sdc/water.html/content/dezaprojects/SDC/en/2018/7F10156/phase1.html?oldPagePath=/content/deza/en/home/themen/wasser.html
https://www.omvg.org
https://www.omvg.org
https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2023-12/4.3%282%29_Plan%20directeur%20de%20développement%20intégré%20des%20bassins%20des%20fleuves%20Gambie%2C%20Kayanga-Geba%20et%20Koliba-Corubal_OMVG.pdf
https://www.uncdf.org/article/7568/blue-peace-financing-initiative-for-regional-non-sovereign-entities
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How it works
First, the OMVG has been supported in the development 
of the Masterplan for the integrated development of its 
river basins. The Masterplan was adopted unanimously in 
November 2023 and will serve as the basis for the OMVG’s 
joint investment plans. These enable the OMVG to issue 
a financial instrument – the  Blue Peace Bond (BPB)  
(see Figure 4) –, to get access to the capital market, be 
better positioned to absorb the financing, roll out physical 
infrastructure and pay back investors (UNCDF, 2022) (see 
Figure 5). 

The Masterplan includes 183 cross-sectoral projects, 
as diverse as the development of hydropower, access to 
drinking water, natural parks, irrigation, or transport and 
navigation systems. The projects are expected to positively 
impact 6.6 million people, at a total cost of approxi-
mately seven billion USD. 

In the second stage, UNCDF and SDC aim to equip the 
OMVG with the tools to develop innovative financing 
mechanisms that will enable it to directly access the finan-
cial markets through the issuance of BPBs. The OMVG, 
a regional, multi-state organisation and a non-sovereign 
entity, will issue BPBs to mobilise capital. This is done through 
a special-purpose entity created and owned by the RBO, 
which manages and implements the Investment Plan. 
 

The BPB is designed from the investor’s standpoint, offer-
ing significant advantages. The portfolio approach com-
bines large infrastructure projects that generate revenue 
with smaller but equally important projects which have a 
higher dependence on subsidies. This diversification and 
cross-subsidization offered by BPB helps to de-risk invest-
ments while also funnelling funds to smaller projects. 

Next steps
The first BPBs are expected to be on the market by the 
beginning of 2025. Other RBOs have indicated their inter-
est in replicating this model in their region. The next phase 
of the Blue Peace Financing Program is currently being 
prepared and will therefore focus on replicating this and 
other successful financing instruments for water in differ-
ent regions globally (Manaz, UNCDF, 2023).

https://unece.org/sites/default/files/2023-12/4.3%282%29_Plan%20directeur%20de%20développement%20intégré%20des%20bassins%20des%20fleuves%20Gambie%2C%20Kayanga-Geba%20et%20Koliba-Corubal_OMVG.pdf
https://www.uncdf.org/article/8012/invest-in-peace-through-water-the-blue-peace-financing-initiative-is-innovative-sustainable-finance-in-action
https://impact-investor.com/uncdfs-blue-peace-bond-opens-new-investment-horizons/
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4.	 Water cooperation across generations

The unsustainable use of water of one generation will 
negatively affect the livelihoods possibilities of the next 
ones. Subsequent generations have sometimes conflict-
ing interests which need to be transmitted and negotiated. 
Effective transboundary water resources management is 
a particularly long-term process for which cooperation 
across generations is essential. Progress will unfold grad-
ually, often spanning multiple generations, and requires 
continuous engagement to overcome occasional setbacks.

The International Secretariat for Water is contributing to 
the Blue Peace Central Asia initiative by empowering 
young people in the region and establishing an inter- 
generational dialogue to exchange knowledge and 
experience. All this promoting a culture of peace based 
on the sharing of resources. 

In 2022, the International Secretariat for Water and its 
partners organised a series of transboundary dialogues 
between young people in the Syr Darya river basin, as 
part of the second high-level international conference on 
the International Decade for Action “Water for Sustainable 
Development” 2018-2028 (Dushanbe, Tajikistan). Built 

around the themes of water sharing and diplomacy, 
understanding water-related issues and regional solutions, 
these talks brought together more than 30 participants in 
the Nurek Dam region as well as several high-level speak-
ers and senior experts.
 
By offering formal and informal spaces for dialogue, this 
event contributed to bridging the gap between the 
soviet generation and the younger generation which was 
born and/or educated in post-soviet times.

It was an opportunity to use the Blue Peace Youth 
Calculation inspired by the Blue Peace Index² developed 
by the Economist Intelligence Unit, to calculate the degree 
of good water governance in this river basin and to talk 
with experts and decision-makers. The results from the 
Blue Peace Youth Calculation were very similar to the 
results from the Blue Peace Index for the Syr Darya river. 

This initiative provided an enabling and safe envi-
ronment for young professionals to openly discuss and 
exchange on sensitive subjects related to water and peace, 
which are rarely discussed in public settings.

Participants of the Syr Darya river basin dialogue share the score calculated with the Blue Peace Youth Index.
© ISW, 2022

2 	 The Blue Peace Index examines the extent to which countries and 
basins are managing their shared water resources in a sustainable, 
equitable and collaborative manner. 

It is a tool for understanding challenges and opportunities for impro-
ving transboundary water cooperation and management of shared 
water resources.

https://impact.economist.com/projects/bluepeaceindex/#/
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4.	 Water cooperation across generations
5.	 Protection of water infrastructure 

during armed conflicts

As previously indicated, a notable increase in attacks on 
water systems (“casualties”) has been observed in recent 
years (Pacific Institute, 2023). These acts have severe direct 
consequences on the environment and most importantly, 
on the civilian population, especially vulnerable groups 
such as children (Geneva Water Hub, 2019). In addition, 
the long-term consequences, or so-called cumulative 
civil damage and harm of attacks on water infrastruc-
ture, are not to be overlooked. The cases of acute watery 
diarrhoea and the high incidence of cholera for several 
years now in Syria, are a tragic illustration of this.

Efforts are needed to increase the effectiveness of 
the protection given to water-related infrastructure, 
water-related personnel, and the objects necessary for 
their work. In 2017, the Global High-Level Panel on Water 
and Peace, an initiative of fifteen countries, underscored 
the need to elaborate the international law protecting 
water infrastructure during armed conflicts. 

To that end, the Geneva Water Hub developed the Geneva  
List of Principles on the Protection of Water 
Infrastructure initiative to prevent the impact of armed 
conflicts on water infrastructure and to enhance the pro-
tection of this vital resource. It is the first text that sys-
tematizes the main rules applicable to the protection 

of water infrastructure during armed conflicts, specifi-
cally in the conduct of hostilities, as well as in post con-
flict situations. It sets forth recommendations which go 
beyond existing law. 

In November 2023, the Geneva Water Hub and the 
Republic of Slovenia jointly called for the creation of a 
global alliance to spare water from armed conflicts. The 
alliance will provide a roadmap to disseminate these exist-
ing legal and technical tools for the protection of fresh-
water and related installations from armed conflicts. It will 
harness expertise from the development and humanitarian 
sectors to identify actions which can increase resilience in 
times of conflict and post conflict situations. 

On 22 March 2023, Switzerland and Mozambique, both 
elected members of the UN Security Council, led an 
informal meeting on the occasion of the World Water 
Day. They discussed safeguarding access to water and 
sanitation infrastructure during armed conflicts, 
emphasizing its pivotal role in protecting civilians. 

Despite international humanitarian law obligations and 
Security Council resolutions, water facilities continue to 
be destroyed or damaged in armed conflicts. This must 
change without delay.

As in other conflict regions around the world, a large proportion of the civilian population in Yemen suffers from a lack of basic services and  
resources - including lack of access to clean water. 
© Keystone, 2015

https://pacinst.org/announcement/violence-over-water-increases-globally-according-to-new-data-from-pacific-institute-water-conflict-chronology/
https://www.genevawaterhub.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/gva_list_of_principles_protection_water_infra_www.pdf
https://www.genevawaterhub.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/gva_list_of_principles_protection_water_infra_www.pdf
https://www.genevawaterhub.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/gva_list_of_principles_protection_water_infra_www.pdf
https://www.genevawaterhub.org/sites/default/files/atoms/files/gva_list_of_principles_protection_water_infra_www.pdf
https://www.unige.ch/droit/eau/application/files/1417/0073/7454/13.11.2023call_for_an_alliance_to_spare_water_from_armed_conflicts.pdf
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6.	 Lessons in a nutshell

A worsening trend of increasing water-related conflict 
has been observed during recent decades. Transboundary 
water conflicts are on the rise, and more alarmingly, water 
is being used more and more often as a strategic weapon.
 
Water can be a source of conflict between citizens and 
states, but it can also encourage cooperation. There 
are reasons to be optimistic as many previously conflict-
ing parties are embracing collaborative water-sharing 
treaties, which can de-escalate hostilities. 

The underlying capacity for more integrated water 
management needs developed. Yet implementing IWRM, 
particularly at transboundary level, is a complex undertak-
ing that demands continuous efforts through incremental 
measures and long-term commitment. 

Within national boundaries, key strategies are those that 
build on the empowerment of local actors and their (fe-
male) leaders, on building water governance spaces that 
foster common understanding of challenges, interests and 
benefits at watershed level and on bottom-up developed 
water resources planning instruments. At the same time, 
pressure based on international standards and rights-based 
advocacy, can persuade governments and private sector ac-
tors to ensure local livelihoods and ecosystems are protected. 

An increasing number of promising mechanisms and 
tools for transboundary water cooperation are being 
developed and made available. Switzerland views water 
diplomacy as a gradual, enduring path to peace, empha-
sizing sustained efforts to manage shared water resources 
through dialogue and cooperation. 

Financing remains a major barrier to accelerate IWRM 
implementation and transboundary cooperation. Concrete 
instruments and mechanisms to facilitate cross-sectoral 
and transboundary investment in water are being devel-
oped and piloted in the Blue Peace Financing Initiative.

International support for more transboundary water co-
operation requires a combination of water diplomacy 
and technical assistance. Switzerland’s expertise in 
transboundary water cooperation, developed given its 
upstream location along major European rivers and lakes, 
can contribute valuable references globally.

In light of the celebrations of the 75th year of the Geneva 
Conventions and the 2nd Swiss presidency of the UN Secu-
rity Council, there is a momentum to raise the issue of wa-
ter and peace at the highest level. Particular attention re-
quires the still pending nomination of a UN special envoy on 
water, a request supported by over 150 UN member states.

“Water is essential to all life on earth and 
access to water is a fundamental right. It 
must be guaranteed at all times, including in 
times of war”. 

Christian Frutiger, Assistant Director General, 
Head of Thematic Cooperation - 
Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC)
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