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Why transboundary cooperation is very important in 

adaptation to climate change? 
 
• To increase effectiveness of adaptation measures; 
 
• To prevent negative impacts of unilateral adaptation measures in 

riparian countries; 
 

• To enable more effective and efficient adaptation through:  
– Wider knowledge base 
– Larger planning space: take measures in the basin where they 

have optimum effect 
– Possibility to share costs and benefits 
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Presentation Notes
Everybody speaks about climate change and adaptation at the national level, but very little is said about bridging 
boundarie, about transbounday cooperation on adaptation

The transboundary nature of water resources entails that risks and challenges are shared and thus solutions need to be coordinated. Especially in countries in transition planning and implementaton of adaptation is still in a very early stage and guidance is needed.
Obvious reason for cooperation in adapting to climate change. A number of them are related to the reduction of possible  negative impact of unilaterally taken decision. But reasons also include the benefit of cooperation 

This led to the development of the Guidance




UNECE Water Convention  
 principle of reasonable and equitable use; Precautionary 
principles; Obligation to exchange information and take 
measures to prevent, control and reduce transboundary impact 

 
• Guidance on Water and Adaptation to Climate Change (2009) 

 
• General roadmap towards adaptation of water  
management to climate change 

– Assess impacts of climate change 
– Develop policy, strategic and  

operational responses  
– Transboundary and health focus 
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Although the UNECE Water Convention does not explicitly mention climate change, it represents an important legal framework for cooperation on transboundary aspects of climate change and on development of adaptation strategies. 

Moreover the Parties shall take all appropriate measures to ensure that transboundary waters are used in a reasonable and equitable way. 

Thus the principles of reasonable and equitable use shall also be at the basis of any decision on adaptation measures within a transboundary basin. When there is a conflict of uses between Riparian States, and all the conflicting uses are considered reasonable, resolving the conflict will be determined by weighing up all relevant factors and circumstances. Ultimately, in weighing up all relevant factors every effort should be made to maximise the resultant benefits to Riparian States equitably, whilst at the same time protecting the long-term viability of the resource. A close cooperation is necessary in the whole process.

In doing this, Parties shall cooperate on the basis of equality and reciprocity, in particular through bilateral and multilateral agreements and the relevant joint bodies, to develop common research, harmonized policies, programmes and strategies to adapt to climate change. 

The principle of solidarity should be applied, which means that risks, costs and responsibilities are shared between riparian States, also taking into account their capacities, the risk entailed, the effectiveness of the different options and the obligations under the Convention. 

The Convention also includes a number of obligations related to adaptation to climate change. 
It stipulates that joint water quality objectives shall be set and measures shall be designed to attain and maintain them. 
Parties are required to follow the precautionary principle which implies in the case of climate change taking action even before adverse impacts are fully proven scientifically. 
The Convention obliges Parties to exchange of information about the current (and expected) conditions of transboundary waters as well as the measures and planned to be taken to prevent, control and reduce transboundary impact. 
The Convention also includes provisions for consultations, common research and development and joint monitoring and assessment; setting the basis for riparian countries to cooperate in the development of adaptation strategies.
In addition, Parties are obliged to establish early-warning systems, apply and exchange best available technology and mutually assist each other.
Finally, Parties shall make available information about environmental status of transboundary waters, expected scenarios and water quality objectives available to the public. 

Parties to the Water Convention realized the importance of climate change for implementation of the Convention’s objectives and for improving transboundary water cooperation already in 2006 at the Meeting of the Parties in Bonn which led to the creation of the Task Force on Water and Climate and to the development of the Guidance




  

Global network of basins working on water and climate  
 

– Promote cooperation on adaptation 
– Focus mainly on developing a joint adaptation strategy & measures 
– Specific focus defined by countries; some focus on water scarcity, 

others on floods 
Platform for exchanging experiences 

– Regular workshops and meetings of pilot projects members.  
– Internet platform 

Collection of good practices and lessons learnt 
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After the adoption of the Guidance in 2009 the Parties realized that activities should continue and decided to promote the implementation of the Guidance through the programme of pilot projects which has recently evolved in a global network of basins working on water and climate. 

Platform for exchanging experience on technical and strategic aspects of climate change adaptation in transboundary basins

3 workshops held in 2010-2012, with more than 100 participants each, focusing specifically on transboundary aspects of cooperation

These workshops also attracted interest from beyond the UNECE region, especially the last one in April 2012, which brought together 130 participants from all continents

The next workshop is going to take place on 25-26 June this year in Geneva. Representatives of Argentina, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua have already registered for the workshop



Basins in the global network of basins working on climate change 



Objectives of the global 
network of basins 

•Promote cooperation on adaptation in (transboundary) basins,  

•Assist countries in implementing the Water Convention; 

•Support countries and especially those in transition in developing adaptation 
strategies and measures; 

•Create positive examples showing benefits of and mechanisms for 
transboundary cooperation in adaptation; 

•Support dialogue and cooperation on the design of an adaptation strategy in 
the transboundary context; 

•Implement and test the Guidance  

•Compare different methodologies and approaches  

•Promote a shared vision between the participating basins.  

 



Example 
Dniester pilot project 

Aims of the project 
1. Reduce risks from climate change by improving 
adaptive capacity of recipient countries in shared 
ecosystems where forecasted impacts of climate 
change have security implications 
2. Support dialogue and cooperation on the needed 
steps to design and implement an adaptation 
strategy in the transboundary context and thereby 
prevent controversy on the use of water resources. 
3. Support regional stability in the Dniester basin 
through the facilitation of transboundary cooperation 
on adaptation to the consequences of climate 
change on water resources.  
Implemented by UNECE and OSCE under ENVSEC 
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Activities within the Dniester project:
Scenario- and modelling-based study of climate change impacts 
Vulnerability assessment 
Production of flood hazard and risk/ vulnerability maps
Improved / new automated flow monitoring stations and data exchange infrastructure
Enhanced capacities and plans for flood risk communication on the sub-basin / local level 
Agreement and planning of further measures for flood risk reduction




Activities 
• Develop a strategic framework for basin 

adaptation 
• Discuss and promote the draft strategic 

framework during iterative consultative 
process and workshops 

• Develop an implementation plan and 
resource mobilization strategy  

• Select a few priority measures and 
implement them 

• Share the Dniester strategic adaptation 
framework and lessons learnt with others  
 

 

Example 
Dniester project activities  



Example 
Dniester pilot project 

Lessons learned: 
• Importance of thorough baseline study to identify 

completed or ongoing projects and relevant 
partners to be involved 
 

• Crucial to coordinate between different governance 
levels (from local to transboundary level) 
 

• Special attention is needed for connecting research 
with policy making (e.g creation of the working 
group on the Dniester) 
 

• A joint group needed for joint assessment of 
problems, priorities,  solutions, of developing joint 
scenarios, modeling and vulnerability assessment: 
many practical problems will arise  
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- Often, many more activities and data regarding climate change exist upon which the project should build. They need to be identified at the beginning and throughout the project, establishing partnerships with other organizations working on this area is very useful

- Baseline studies are very important, they should be discussed at stakeholder meetings

It is crucial to establish a working group with representatives of the government, the water authorities, academia, NGOs and other experts to oversee the project and promote its results at the national and transboundary level

The biggest challenge was dealing with observation data sets collection. At the same time modelling calculations and respective hydrological calculations appeared to be quite time consuming. We would suggest for other similar projects to secure enough time for data preparation and subsequent calculations. Also attention should be paid to existing data formats especially in a case of developing databases.

- The hydrographical data collections during the river surveys should be better prepared by the partner countries to avoid situation such as we met in August 2008 when sonar survey of the bathymetry at Mogilev Podolsky was not permitted for the project team by the border guards only in Ukrainian waters.




  

First lessons learnt  
of the platform 

1. In most basins, some climate change impact assessments had 
already been done nationally, but using different methodologies: 
importance of joint scenarios, modelling and vulnerability 
assessment, but extent of harmonization depends on resources and 
time available 

2. Importance of thorough baseline study to identify completed or 
ongoing projects and relevant partners to be involved 

3. Importance of link between political and experts’ level, e.g. through 
creation of a working group and regular meetings 

4. Institutional and cultural differences can be overcome through 
focusing on common interests, expert cooperation etc.  

5. Importance of concrete activities and involving population 
6. Importance and difficulty to link to national level, need for 

coordination and mainstreaming 
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In most basins some climate change impact assessments had already been done nationally, but using different methodologies and often not specifically for a particular river basin. This underlines the importance of developing joint scenarios, modelling and vulnerability assessment by all riparian countries. For the same reason, local experts should be involved as much as possible due to their knowledge of the local situation, previously implemented activities and also to ensure sustainability of the approach. This happened for instance under Amice project in Meuse river basin: models were already developed at the national level so it was decided to harmonize them only 

Often, many more activities on water and climate change have already been done in the basins than expected. Therefore, it is important to start the project with a thorough baseline study and to establish links with numerous relevant actors such as local and national authorities, academia, NGOs, relevant business and international organizations. For example, in the Danube river basin, the collection and evaluation of already existing climate change impact and vulnerability assessments has identified so much material, that no additional modelling is needed. 
Especially in the area of climate change and transboundary cooperation, which can be highly political, it is crucial to bring together and involve both experts / scientists and policy-makers from the beginning, even in the project elaboration phase in order to ensure ownership. This can be done through the creation of a working group with all different stakeholders represented, like in the Dniester pilot project where decision-makers were involved in the selection of sites for flood modelling. For example, experts selected 2 areas for flood modelling but the Ministry preferred to change them. This request was accommodated in order to be closer to the priorities at the governmental level.

Institutional and cultural differences may complicate transboundary cooperation but these can be overcome. For example, countries can look for what they have in common as a basis for cooperation, like a shared interest. The project 'Dauria going dry', for instance, implemented in a region where competition over water makes countries hesitant to share information, focuses on nature conservation and climate change adaptation which all countries are interested in for various reasons. Cooperation helps them to improve the information base and setting of targets.

It is useful to implement low or no regret measures even when there is still some uncertainty about the impact (for instance joint monitoring stations in Dniester river basin or restoring wetlands in Meuse river basin)



Conclusions:  
importance of transboundary perspective 

Climate change adaptation can be a driver for transboundary 
cooperation  

Joint bodies need mandate to address adaptation and can also 
strengthen work of national authorities 

Importance of joint assessment of problems, priorities,  solutions 
Need for a joint group for assessment, harmonization of 

methodologies, communication, stakeholder involvement  
 
Paris COP 21! 
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“Transboundary” means we all own the water (and the problems)

Assess potential transboundary effects of national and lower-level adaptation options
Identify options for reducing negative transboundary effects
Identify options for collective actions that promote positive transboundary effects

An existing system for transboundary cooperation can very much help in climate change adaptation
 
Transboundary cooperation can also be positive and lead to more robust tools and scenarios
 
Transferring knowledge to political sphere – need to transmit the results

Joint bodies represent the venue to address climate change adaptation
Value of transboundary cooperation: setting up teams leads to unique assessements, enables combination of national scientific potential and administrative clouds, sharing of work between teams and thereby doing more work than could have been done at the national level
 
Vulnerability assessment should not be done too complicated and should not be the goal in itself, but lead to risk assessment or a strategy 





Thank you! 

Water and Climate Change website: 
www.unece.org/env/water/water_climate_activ.html 
www2.unece.org/ehlm/platform/display/ClimateChange/Welcome  

For more information, please contact: 
Sonja.Koeppel@unece.org 
 

 
 

http://www.unece.org/env/water/water_climate_activ.html
https://www2.unece.org/ehlm/platform/display/ClimateChange/Welcome
mailto:Sonja.koeppel@unece.org


Example: Neman pilot project 



Neman river basin 

Country Catchment area, % 
Lithuania 47.7 
Belarus 46.4 
Russian 
Federation 3.2 

Poland 2.6 
Latvia 0.1 



Objective: Improve integrated river basin management and 
transboundary cooperation in times of a changing climate in the 
Neman river basin 
 
Step 1: climate projections 
Step 2: Run off projections 
Step 3: Possible changes of water quality 
 determined that the impact of climate change will be more 
important for runoff in the Neman River Basin than forecasted 
impact of water use changes 
Step 4: Multi-stakeholders workshop 
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Common Lithuanian and Belarusian approach for assessment of water quality of surface waters was developed.
Possible changes of water quality due to climate change were investigated

Assessment and forecast of river runoff 
Agreed on indicators (qualitative and quantative) of water bodies status 
Assessment of water quality with using agreed indicators and criteria




Possible impacts 
of climate 

change in the 
Neman river 

basin 
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Climate change scenarios developed 




Vulnerability analysis 
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Common information platform (Internet database)




STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK FOR THE NEMAN RIVER BASIN ADAPTATION TO CLIMATE 
CHANGE 

• Communicate results appropriately to policy-makers 

• Find a compromise, consider interests from all riparians 
• Formal transboundary agreement or national documents about water 
management under changing climate conditions are crucial.  

• Important role of local communities (public information and participation) 
• Reduce differences of opinion and help find common solutions via effective 
communication 

 
 

Outcomes of the project and lessons learnt 
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