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Summary
At its sixth session (Rome, 28–30 November 2012), the Meeting of the Parties to the
Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International
Lakes mandated the Working Group on Integrated Water Resources Management to
prepare a guidance note on the benefits of transboundary cooperation (see
ECE/MP.WAT/37/Add.1, work area 3.2).
The present document presents the third draft of the policy guidance note on
identifying, assessing and communicating the benefits of transboundary water cooperation
(Policy Guidance Note). It builds on the outcomes of the discussions during the Expert
Workshop, “Beyond water: Regional economic integration and geopolitical benefits of
transboundary water cooperation”, held in Tallinn on 28 and 29 January 2015.
The Policy Guidance Note will be submitted to the Meeting of the Parties to the
Water Convention at its seventh session (Budapest, 17–19 November 2015) for adoption.
The Working Group is therefore invited to provide comments and to endorse the Policy
Guidance Note for submission to the Meeting of the Parties. The deadline for final written
comments is 24 July 2015.
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In order to increase the impact of the Policy Guidance Note, and to promote its early
dissemination and application, it is proposed to submit it to the Meeting of the Parties as a
printed publication instead of as an official document. This will facilitate and accelerate its
application. Moreover, the Working Group is requested to entrust the secretariat, in
cooperation with the lead Party for this activity, Estonia, and the Bureau, to arrange for the
finalization, publishing and printing of the Policy Guidance Note before the seventh session
of the Meeting of the Parties, where it will be made available in English. The Russian and
French versions will follow shortly after the session.
The Working Group is also invited to provide recommendations for the future
application of the Policy Guidance Note.
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Executive Summary
1.
Transboundary water cooperation is necessary to manage international waters in an
integrated and sustainable way, and has generated different legal and institutional
frameworks. Such cooperation includes coordination, collaboration and joint action in an
iterative and cyclical process.
2.
Transboundary water cooperation also has the potential to generate many significant
benefits for cooperating countries, such as accelerated economic growth, increased human
well-being, enhanced environmental sustainability and increased political stability. In
general, the higher the level of transboundary water cooperation, the greater the benefits.
But while transboundary water cooperation has been increasing, some countries are still
facing difficulties in cooperating. Even those countries that cooperate frequently do it only
on a limited number of issues.
3.
Benefit assessment exercises can help countries realize the potential value of
cooperation. Given the lack of guidance on how to undertake such exercises, at its sixth
session (Rome, 28–30 November 2012), the Meeting of the Parties of the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe (ECE) Convention on the Protection and Use of
Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes (Water Convention) mandated the
development of this Policy Guidance Note on Identifying, Assessing and Communicating
the Benefits of Transboundary Water Cooperation (Policy Guidance Note). The text is a
collaborative achievement, and the result of an extended process of information gathering,
reflection and consultation.
4.
This publication aims to support Governments and other actors in realizing the
potential benefits of transboundary water cooperation. It does so by providing an
introduction to the benefits of transboundary water cooperation and how to carry out a
benefit assessment exercise. This includes the separate but related tasks of identification,
assessment and communication of benefits. This Policy Guidance Note suggests how to
approach those tasks, as well as how the assessment of benefits can be integrated into
transboundary water cooperation policy processes.
5.
The benefits of transboundary cooperation are outlined for both surface waters and
groundwaters, within a global geographical scope. The ECE Water Convention became a
universally open legal framework in 2013. Accordingly, this Policy Guidance Note targets
a global audience, and draws on expertise and case studies from around the world. It also
provides additional arguments for cooperating to ensure the sustainable management of
transboundary water resources, as well as for acceding to and implementing the Water
Convention.
Launching a benefit assessment exercise
6.
There are compelling reasons to undertake a benefit assessment exercise. It can
provide fact-based arguments for cooperation or stronger cooperation. It can facilitate
broadening the scope of cooperation by defining a “benefit cluster”. And it can help to
attract financial resources to implement transboundary water cooperation solutions.
7.
A benefit assessment exercise needs to be closely tied to a transboundary water
cooperation policy process. It will contribute to progress only if its outcomes are taken into
consideration for policy planning towards stronger cooperation and the realization of its
potential benefits. For this to happen, some level of dialogue needs to be ongoing. If there is
already a cooperation agreement with a joint body in place, the benefit assessment can
serve to identify further opportunities and allow for a deepening of the cooperation between
the parties. However, a situation where countries just begun negotiating cooperation options
would benefit the most from a transboundary water cooperation benefit assessment. The
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outcomes of a benefit assessment could then feed into the process, leading to the
establishment of such a formal cooperation platform. If there is no existing policy process
in place at all, however weak, a rapid exercise of benefit identification and assessment may
be useful for awareness-raising and advocacy. A discussion on benefits can also usefully
take place in the framework of a national level policy process (such as the ECE National
Policy Dialogues on Integrated Water Resources Management) to help a country decide
whether engaging in or scaling-up transboundary water cooperation should be a priority.
8.
The benefit assessment should be designed to match the needs of the transboundary
water cooperation policy process, including the level of maturity of the process. Generally,
the more mature the process, the more detailed the supporting evidence generated by the
benefit assessment will need to be to influence policymakers. Different transboundary
water cooperation policy processes will also offer different opportunities for including the
results of the benefit assessment in decision-making. The characteristics of the
transboundary water cooperation policy process should drive the level of ambition of the
benefit assessment, the selection of methodologies, the involvement of stakeholders
(policymakers, experts and beneficiaries) and the strategies for communicating the results.
Identifying the benefits of transboundary water cooperation
9.
It is important to ensure that a broad range of benefits are identified. The benefits of
transboundary water cooperation will vary from basin to basin according to their economic,
social, environmental and geopolitical characteristics. They will also vary according to the
cooperation stage. For example, while for cooperation in the initial stage it may suffice to
highlight “lives and property saved thanks to improved flood management” as one of the
benefits, for a very advanced level of cooperation it would be necessary to identify the
detailed benefits of each measure (whether soft or hard) that are being considered. The
benefits identified should then undergo a “screening” to select for assessment the most
relevant and important benefits, taking into account their potential magnitude and other
policy-relevant criteria.
Typology of the potential benefits of transboundary water cooperation
Origin of benefits

On economic activities

Beyond economic activities

From improved
water
management

Economic benefits

Social and environmental benefits

Expanded activity and productivity in
economic sectors (aquaculture,
irrigated agriculture, mining, energy
generation, industrial production,
nature-based tourism)

Health impacts from improved water quality
and reduced risk of water-related disasters.

Reduced cost of carrying out
productive activities
Reduced economic impacts of waterrelated hazards (floods, droughts)
Increased value of property

Employment and reduced poverty impacts
of the economic benefits
Improved access to services (such as
electricity and water supply)
Improved satisfaction due to preservation of
cultural resources or access to recreational
opportunities.
Increased ecological integrity and reduced
habitat degradation and biodiversity loss
Strengthened scientific knowledge on water
status
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Origin of benefits

On economic activities

Beyond economic activities

From enhanced
trust

Regional economic cooperation
benefits

Peace and security benefits

Development of regional markets for
goods, services and labour
Increase in cross-border investments
Development of transnational
infrastructure networks

Strengthening of international law
Increased geopolitical stability
New opportunities from increased trust
(investment in the basin, joint counterterrorism strategies)
Reduced risk and avoided cost of conflict
Savings from reduced military spending
Creation of a shared basin identity/
citizenship

Assessing the benefits of transboundary water cooperation
10.
The nature and the level of detail of the “assessment phase” will vary according to
the issues, the cooperation stage and the political will of the parties involved. The benefit
assessment can be useful to inform new options, but also to evaluate past options and
inform new decisions. All the benefits that passed the screening test in the identification
step should undergo at least a qualitative assessment. As the types of benefits of
transboundary water cooperation vary greatly, the assessment approaches will also
necessarily be different. Many, but not all, the benefits can undergo a quantitative
assessment. Only in some cases the monetary valuation of the benefits can be assessed. The
aim of the assessment phase is to contribute to advancing the transboundary water
cooperation process, and this should guide the ambition of the assessments of individual
benefits and the selection of assessment methodologies.
Matching the focus of the assessment phase to the policy needs
Stage of development
of the transboundary
water cooperation
policy process

Needs of the transboundary
water cooperation policy
process

Focus of the benefit
assessment exercise

Main focus of the
assessment phase

Pre-initial stage Establish the conditions
(e.g. basins
for launching a
characterised by cooperation process
political conflict)

Identification of
mutually beneficial
opportunities from
shared water
resources

Rapid qualitative
assessment of key
benefits

Initial stage (e.g.
basins without
international
agreement or
transboundary
coordination
body)

Launch of the cooperation
process, supported by
awareness raising on the
need to cooperate

Identification of the
full range of the
benefits of
cooperation

Rapid qualitative
assessment of all
identified benefits

Medium stage
(e.g., negotiations
on an agreement
ongoing or basins
with international
agreement, but

Consolidation of the
cooperation process
through negotiations,
strategic planning and the
implementation of basic
cooperation initiatives

Broad assessment of
the range of benefits
of cooperation
(including cost of
non-cooperation)

In-depth qualitative
assessment of all
identified benefits
Include easily
available
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Stage of development
of the transboundary
water cooperation
policy process

Needs of the transboundary
water cooperation policy
process

without
coordination
body)

(e.g. information sharing)

Advanced stage
(e.g. basins with
international
agreement and
coordination
body)

Realisation of the
potential benefits of
cooperation through the
implementation of
advanced cooperation
initiatives (e.g.
infrastructure projects,
coordinated management
instruments)

Focus of the benefit
assessment exercise

Main focus of the
assessment phase

quantitative and
monetary estimates
Assessment of the
benefits of
independent national
projects, joint
projects, or a basin
programme of
measures

Carry out
quantitative and
monetary valuation,
when justified given
available resources

Communicating the benefits of transboundary water cooperation
11.
Communication efforts are key to integrating the assessment results in the
transboundary water cooperation policy process. When starting a benefit assessment
exercise, it is important to consider how the results will be communicated. Communication
efforts are also essential to ensure that the benefit assessment exercise effectively supports
the policy process. Poorly planned or executed communication efforts are likely to be
counterproductive and damage the cooperation process by increasing transaction costs and
decreasing ambitions. In developing a communications approach, however simple, it will
be necessary to understand how the results of the benefit assessment will be fed into the
policy process. This may need to start by identifying the opportunities to influence the
policy process through the types of information that can be generated by a benefit
assessment — which will lead to the definition of the intended purpose and how to achieve
it.
12.
Communicating the benefits of transboundary water cooperation should be tailored
to the different audiences and purposes. The messages should me meaningful for the
intended audiences. They should be simple and fact-based, focusing on topics that
stakeholders can relate to. Depending on the stage of the transboundary water cooperation
policy process, the messages will be only forward-looking (leading to cooperation) or may
be backward-looking as well (building on the results already achieved). Communication
efforts should focus on moving from perception to facts. Successful tactics include relating
the benefits of transboundary water cooperation to national priorities and programmes,
packaging benefits and paying attention to timing (e.g., upcoming elections).

How to use this Policy Guidance Note
13.
The contents of this Policy Guidance Note may be used by different readers for
different purposes. Officials in ministries of water or joint bodies considering the possibility
of carrying out a benefit assessment exercise may want to review the text in detail. Other
readers may want to focus their attention on particular sections of the document, according
to their objectives, such as:
(a)
Gaining an overview of the benefits of transboundary water cooperation and
the concept of a benefit assessment exercise. Some senior officials looking for a brief
introduction to these topics may want to focus only on the Executive Summary;
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(b)
Understanding transboundary water cooperation. Readers that are unfamiliar
with transboundary water cooperation may want to consult section D, “The basics of
transboundary water cooperation”, at the end of chapter 1. This is not the main aim of the
Policy Guidance Note, however, and there are plenty of materials available elsewhere
(including on the ECE website) 1 that will help those readers gain a deeper understanding of
transboundary cooperation;
(c)
Making the case for transboundary water cooperation. Readers seeking to
promote transboundary water cooperation may find the discussion of the types of benefits
and the description of benefits offered in the second part of chapter 3 useful. That
discussion may help some readers to structure and sharpen their arguments;
(d)
Planning a benefit assessment exercise. Readers looking to carry out a
benefit assessment exercise may find chapter 2 particularly useful for planning the exercise;
(e)
Carrying out a benefit assessment exercise. Readers charged with
implementing a benefit assessment exercise will want to read chapters 3 to 5, which provide
more detailed guidance on how to approach the different phases of such an exercise. They
should keep in mind, however, that detailed technical guidance on assessment
methodologies is beyond the scope of this document.

I. Introduction
A.

Aim, scope, target audience and structure
14.
This publication aims to support Governments and other actors in realizing the
potential benefits of transboundary water cooperation. It does so by providing an
introduction to the benefits of transboundary water cooperation and how to carry out a
benefit assessment exercise. A benefit assessment exercise includes the separate but related
tasks of identification, assessment and communication of benefits. This Guidance suggests
how to approach those tasks, as well as how the assessment of benefits can be integrated
into transboundary water cooperation policy processes.
15.
The benefits of transboundary cooperation are outlined for both surface waters and
groundwaters, within a global geographical scope. The Water Convention became a
universally open legal framework in 2013. Accordingly, this Policy Guidance Note targets
a global audience, and draws on expertise and case studies from around the world. It also
provides additional arguments for cooperating to ensure the sustainable management of
transboundary water resources, as well as for acceding to and implementing the ECE Water
Convention.
16.
This Policy Guidance Note does not, however, cover all possible aspects related to
the benefits of transboundary water cooperation. For example, it does not look at how to
implement actions to ensure that the benefits of transboundary water cooperation are
realized, or how to share those benefits. Rather, this Guidance should be seen as part of a
broader analytical process that supports transboundary water cooperation. 2
17.
The primary target audience is senior officials in ministries responsible for foreign
affairs, finance, economic development, environment or water, as well as joint bodies for
transboundary water management. This Policy Guidance Note is also relevant for

1
2

See, e.g., http://www.unece.org/env/water.html.
Other analytical tools include transboundary diagnostic analyses, political economy analyses, social
assessment and risk assessment.
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development cooperation partners and national stakeholders (including relevant business
and civil society organizations).
18.
The guidance is structured around five chapters. Chapter 1 explains why and how
the Policy Guidance Note was developed, and summarizes the arguments for carrying out a
benefit assessment exercise. It also provides an introduction to transboundary water
cooperation. Chapter 2 offers guidance on how to approach and plan for a benefit
assessment exercise. Chapter 3 examines how to approach the identification phase of a
benefit assessment exercise, and describes the types of benefits of transboundary water
cooperation: economic benefits; environmental and social benefits; regional economic
benefits; and peace and security benefits. Chapter 4 looks at how to approach the
assessment phase of a benefit assessment exercise, as well as the assessment of the four
types of benefits. Chapter 5 provides guidance on how to approach the communication
phase of a benefit assessment exercise.

B.

Why has this Policy Guidance Note been developed?
19.
Transboundary water cooperation has the potential to generate many significant
benefits for cooperating countries, such as accelerated economic growth, increased human
well-being, enhanced environmental sustainability and increased political stability. In
general, the higher the level of transboundary water cooperation, the greater the benefits.
20.
While transboundary water cooperation has been increasing, some countries are still
facing difficulties in cooperating. In most cases, countries cooperate driven by the “ethics
of cooperation” enshrined in international legislation and the expectations of the
international community. The entry into force of the United Nations Convention on the
Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses (United Nations
Watercourses Convention) and the globalization of the ECE Water Convention may
encourage additional countries to align with the main principles of international water law.
At the same time, countries tend to cooperate when the net benefits of cooperation (in a
wide sense) are perceived to be greater than the net benefits of non-cooperation, and when
the distribution of these net benefits is perceived to be fair. Failure to cooperate is most
usually due to either a lack of trust between parties, or a lack of recognition of the full
benefits of cooperation.
21.
Even those countries that cooperate often do so only on narrow issues. There is
scope for increasing transboundary water cooperation from quantity or quality issues to a
broader set of issues, and by moving from “sharing water” (i.e., allocating water resources
among riparian States) to “sharing the benefits of water” (i.e., managing water resources to
achieve the maximum benefit and then allocating those benefits among riparian States,
including through compensation mechanisms). There is even greater scope for increasing
cooperation by moving from sharing the benefits of water to realizing the broader benefits
of water cooperation. As transboundary water cooperation becomes stronger, additional
options for improving the management of shared basins becomes possible, and with them
additional benefits can be realized.
22.
A benefit assessment exercise can help countries realize the potential benefits of
cooperation. A focused effort to identify the broad set of benefits of transboundary water
cooperation will help to uncover previously overlooked benefits and identify opportunities.
This may already strengthen the case for cooperation, including the process of possible
accession to the United Nations Watercourses Convention and the ECE Water Convention.
Assessing the identified benefits can further support the development or strengthening of
cooperation by showing where cooperation efforts are more likely to pay off. In addition,
communicating the benefits of cooperation is key to effectively influence transboundary
water cooperation policy processes. Those three elements — identification, assessment and
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communication — can be packaged as a benefit assessment exercise. This publication
presents the first policy guidance on how to approach such a benefit assessment exercise.

C.

How has this Policy Guidance Note been developed?
23.
This Policy Guidance Note is a collaborative achievement. Its development was
mandated by the Meeting of the Parties of the ECE Water Convention at its sixth session
(Rome, 28–30 November 2012), as part of the 2013–2015 programme of work (see
ECE/MP.WAT/37/Add.1, work area 3.2). It is the result of an extended process of
information gathering, reflection and consultations. More than 100 experts from national
authorities, academia and non-governmental, inter-governmental and international
organizations contributed to its development, including at a series of workshops. A scoping
workshop 3 took place in Amsterdam in June 2013, an expert workshop 4 to discuss case
studies took place in Geneva in May 2014 and a final workshop, focused on regional
integration and geopolitical benefits, took place in Tallinn in January 2015. Additional
consultations took place in Stockholm, Barbados, Geneva and Quebec in
September/October 2013 and May 2014.

Box 1
The Water Convention
The Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and
International Lakes was adopted in Helsinki in 1992 and entered into force in
1996. Most countries sharing transboundary waters in the ECE region are Parties
to the Convention. The Water Convention strengthens transboundary water
cooperation and measures for the ecologically sound management and protection
of transboundary surface waters and groundwaters. It fosters the implementation of
integrated water resources management, in particular the basin approach. The
Convention recognizes that water is a cornerstone of societies, and it therefore
promotes a holistic approach to cooperation, looking at environmental, cultural,
social and economic implications of water use.
The Water Convention requires Parties to prevent, control and reduce
transboundary impacts and to use transboundary waters in a reasonable and
equitable way and ensure their sustainable management. Parties sharing the same
transboundary waters have to cooperate by entering into specific agreements and
establishing joint bodies. As a framework agreement, the Water Convention does
not replace bilateral and multilateral agreements for specific basins or aquifers;
instead, it fosters their establishment and implementation, as well as their further
development. The Convention enshrines a balanced approach, based on equality
and reciprocity, which offers benefits to and places similar demands on both
upstream and downstream countries. In 2003, the Water Convention was amended
to allow accession by all United Nations Member States. The amendment entered
into force in 2013, turning it into a universally open legal framework for
transboundary water cooperation.
The Convention, through its institutional framework, provides a permanent
intergovernmental forum to discuss cooperation, share experience and identify best
3

4

More information is available from
http://www.unece.org/env/water/1st_workshop_benefits_cooperation.html.
More information is available from
http://www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html.
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practices in many areas. The work of the various bodies under the Convention
provides guidance on how to address emerging challenges, but also how to support
bilateral and basin cooperation. This permanent platform has supported the
building of trust and the identification of common solutions among States within
and outside the ECE region.

D.

The basics of transboundary water cooperation
24.
In the context of this Policy Guidance Note, transboundary water cooperation is
understood as effective cooperation between two or more countries sharing a transboundary
watercourse, lake, or aquifer. 5 The concept of cooperation includes a continuum of different
modes ranging from coordination, to collaboration, to joint action (see figure 1). While
greater levels of cooperation can be expected to generate greater benefits for the
cooperating parties, the optimal mode of cooperation will depend on numerous factors
(including hydrologic characteristics, the economics of cooperative investments, the
number of parties and their relationship, and the cooperation costs). Cooperation can be
defined as any action or set of actions by riparian States that leads to enhanced management
or development of the transboundary water body to their mutual satisfaction.
Transboundary waters are any surface waters or groundwaters that mark, cross or are
located on boundaries between two or more States. Transboundary waters are not limited to
a water body (e.g., a river, lake, or aquifer), but cover the catchment area of the water body.
Figure 1
The transboundary water cooperation continuum

25.
Transboundary water cooperation is necessary to manage international waters in an
integrated and sustainable way. Integrated water resources management (IWRM) promotes
the coordinated development and management of water, land and related resources in order
to maximize economic and social welfare in an equitable manner without compromising the
sustainability of vital ecosystems. It represents an alternative to the sector-by-sector, topdown management style that dominated in the past. IWRM implementation requires
looking at basins as a management unit, looking at water demands and impacts across
sectors and encouraging the participation of all stakeholders.
26.
Too often transboundary water cooperation is only pursued when a disaster strikes
(such as major floods, droughts or pollution episodes) and frequently the potential benefits
of stronger cooperation remain unexploited. However, transboundary water cooperation
should be seen as a long-term, evolving process. It may develop from incipient stages
(characterized by technical-level exchanges and political talks), to intermediate stages

5
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where agreements of limited scope (e.g., navigational uses, pollution control standards, or
water allocation) are signed, and finally to advanced stages where joint action (of differing
levels) is taken. The benefits of cooperation are also likely to evolve over time as
cooperation opens up new options to address emerging challenges, including greater
capacity to adapt to climate change. The pace of the cooperation processes will vary: some
may remain with a limited scope over decades, while others may evolve more rapidly.
27.
Sustaining transboundary water cooperation is challenging, so understanding that
there is more to gain from continuing than withdrawing from cooperation is crucial. The
ambition of the international community for transboundary water cooperation has increased
over time, moving from reaping “easy” benefits through win-win bilateral actions (e.g.,
information sharing, coordination of actions), to joint actions that make every party a
winner (e.g., joint projects), to agreements that — in order to reap the largest benefits
overall — may require deal-making mechanisms to make sure that all parties win. The
increasing ambition of transboundary water cooperation brings increasing demands on the
mechanisms that sustain cooperation. A benefit-sharing stage of transboundary water
cooperation is particularly demanding, with challenges ranging from the lack of adequate
pre-existing institutional settings where such sharing can be discussed and agreed to, to the
design and implementation of deal-making mechanisms. For transboundary water
cooperation enshrined in a legal instrument, parties can submit a dispute about the
application of that agreement (with due notice) for arbitration; for the transboundary water
cooperation process to be sustained, therefore, each party needs to be satisfied that what it
gains from continuing to cooperate is more than what it can gain by abandoning
cooperation.
28.
Transboundary water cooperation has generated different legal and institutional
frameworks. Ideally, the legal framework governing transboundary water cooperation
would be a multilateral agreement involving all riparian countries — although in practice
many transboundary basins are characterized by multiple bilateral agreements 6 or
multilateral agreements that do not involve all riparians. The nature of the joint bodies
established for managing transboundary waters varies widely in terms of their mandates,
powers, composition, and structures — from commissions that meet rarely and have limited
powers and secretariat support, to large basin agencies with large staffs and responsibilities
that include the development and operation of major infrastructure. The institutional
arrangement will delimit the range of benefits of transboundary water management that can
be exploited, but large benefits can be exploited even from relatively modest institutional
arrangements. At the same time, a benefit assessment exercise, by providing additional
information to the parties about the extent of the potential benefits, may be useful to
progressively inform the definition of tasks of joint bodies — helping to broaden their
scope as well as in the redefinition of existing agreements.
29.
Transboundary water cooperation is an iterative and self-reinforcing cyclical
process, which can be understood as having three different phases (see figure 2). Phase 1 is
the analysis of the opportunities for transboundary water cooperation. This is where benefit
assessment is primarily located. In phase 2 cooperative solutions are negotiated. Benefit
assessment aims to provide information to be considered in the framework of this
negotiation phase. Phase 3 is the implementation of agreed cooperative solutions. This is
the source of additional information to improve the benefit assessment. The benefits of
transboundary cooperation are likely to evolve as enhanced cooperation opens up new
options.

6

Bilateral agreements are often needed in addition to basin-wide agreements.
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30.
Progress in transboundary water cooperation is influenced by domestic and external
dynamics. No party (country) that engages in transboundary cooperation is a monolithic
entity; rather it is a composite of domestic actors and interests. Some of those domestic
actors will gain more from transboundary cooperation than others. It is important to
understand the domestic distribution of the benefits and costs of transboundary water
cooperation in order to identify supporters, as well as the need to design domestic
compensation mechanisms to minimize opposition. But external factors also play a role.
Two global conventions on transboundary water cooperation are now in force and this
strengthening of international water legislation favours transboundary water cooperation.
Globalization and regional integration can be positive incentives to strengthen
transboundary water cooperation and help to build the necessary trust between States for
transboundary water cooperation. On the other hand, (geo)political conflicts (of different
degrees) between two or more countries that share a basin will, in most cases, slow down or
even halt transboundary water cooperation.
Figure 2
The process of transboundary water cooperation

Source: Claudia W. Sadoff and David Grey, “Cooperation on International Rivers: A Continuum for
Securing and Sharing Benefits”, Water International, vol. 30, No. 4 (December 2005), pp. 420–427.

II. Launching a benefit assessment exercise
A.

Making the case for a benefit assessment exercise
31.
A benefit assessment exercise can provide fact-based arguments for (stronger)
cooperation. Countries engage in cooperation discussions because they have a sense that
they can benefit from them. Most cooperation processes are initiated around a small
number of easy-to-identify benefits. A more thorough look at the potential benefits of
transboundary water cooperation may help identify additional opportunities, some of which
will only be generated by deepening the level of cooperation. The identification, assessment
and communication of benefits will help to make the case for stronger transboundary water
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cooperation, even if some of the benefits may not be assessed quantitatively or even
qualitatively.
32.
A benefit assessment exercise can facilitate broadening the scope of cooperation by
defining a “benefit cluster”. This is the case where two or more countries share a set of
different basins, and the benefits that transboundary water cooperation can generate vary
from basin to basin. Looking at the set of basins as a “benefit cluster” to identify and assess
the benefits of cooperation — instead of looking at single basins in isolation — may open
up new opportunities for mutually beneficial cooperation.
33.
A benefit assessment exercise can also help to attract financial resources to
implement transboundary water cooperation solutions. Realizing the benefits of cooperation
will involve some type of investment, which will need to be financed. A better
understanding of the potential benefits of transboundary water cooperation, including an
assessment of their significance, would help to attract financial resources, whether from
domestic public budgets, bilateral and multilateral development cooperation, or private
sources.

Box 2
Identifying and realizing the benefits of transboundary water cooperation in a
“benefit cluster” — the case of the Canton of Geneva and France
In 1997, five “transboundary River Contracts” were signed between the Canton of
Geneva and the French authorities to address challenges related to deteriorating
water quality in transboundary rivers. These five-year “contracts” were technical
and financial agreements that included actions (such as wetland restoration and
water retention works) to be carried out in France (upstream) that were co-financed
by the Canton of Geneva (downstream) under the rationale that they provided
benefits both to France (habitat, recreation) and to the Canton of Geneva
(improved water quality, flood prevention).
The joint approach to assessing the condition of the shared rivers, the common
setting of objectives and the joint action in planning and related financial
allocations at the scale of the whole transboundary basin helped to implement
consistent actions, with an investment that brought greater benefits than a set of
sporadic actions on both sides of the border. While the five contracts have already
expired, the cooperation established continues to provide cost savings through the
achievement of objectives by each party with regard to the shared waters.
_______________
Source: Marianne Gfeller, “Transboundary cooperation implemented by the State of
Geneva through transboundary River Contracts”, Case study (2014), Canton of Geneva,
Department for Environment, Transports and Agriculture, Directorate General of Water.

B.
1.

How to approach a benefit assessment exercise
Identify the transboundary water cooperation policy process to be supported
34.
A benefit assessment exercise needs to be closely tied to a transboundary water
cooperation policy process. It will be valuable only if it contributes to informing decisions
that lead to stronger cooperation and the realization of the potential benefits. For this to
happen, some level of dialogue needs to be ongoing. If there is already a cooperation
agreement with a joint body in place, the benefit assessment can serve to identify further
opportunities and allow for a deepening of the cooperation between the parties. However, a
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situation where countries just begun negotiating cooperation options would benefit the most
from a transboundary water cooperation benefit assessment. The outcomes of a benefit
assessment could then feed into the process, leading to the establishment of such a formal
cooperation platform. If there is no existing policy process in place at all (however weak), a
rapid exercise of benefits identification and assessment may be useful for awareness-raising
and advocacy. A discussion on benefits can also usefully take place in the framework of a
national level policy process — such as the ECE National Policy Dialogues on IWRM — to
help a country decide whether to engage in or scale-up transboundary water cooperation.
2.

Obtain a mandate to carry out a benefit assessment exercise
35.
A benefit assessment exercise will be most effective if a mandate for carrying it out
is explicitly articulated in the transboundary water cooperation policy process. It is not
always necessary or appropriate to carry out a stand-alone benefit assessment exercise. For
example, a benefit assessment exercise could be mandated as part of a transboundary
diagnostic analysis.

3.

Design the benefit assessment exercise to match the level of maturity of the
transboundary water cooperation policy process
36.
Transboundary water cooperation policy processes can be at different levels of
maturity. Even when no formal transboundary water cooperation policy process is in place,
informal talks may be regarded as incipient transboundary water cooperation. At the other
end of the scale, a transboundary water cooperation policy process may be characterized by
a well-established formal framework that includes legal agreements, institutional structures,
such as joint bodies, and joint action programmes. Generally, the more mature the process,
the more detailed the supporting evidence generated by the benefit assessment will need to
be to influence policymakers (the benefits of cooperating to improve the water quality of a
river may be obvious, whereas the benefits of a major joint investment in a hydroelectric
dam may not). Different transboundary water cooperation policy processes will offer
different opportunities for including the results of a benefit assessment in decision-making.
The characteristics of the policy process should drive the level of ambition of the benefit
assessment, the selection of methodologies, the involvement of stakeholders (policymakers,
experts and beneficiaries), and the strategies for communicating the results. Table 1
describes the stages of development of a transboundary water cooperation policy process
and sets out the associated needs in terms of a benefit assessment.
Table 1
Matching benefits assessments to policy processes
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Stage of development of the
transboundary water cooperation
policy process

Needs of the transboundary water
cooperation policy process

Focus of the benefit assessment
exercise

Pre-initial stage (e.g., basins
characterized by political
conflict)

Establish the conditions for
launching a cooperation
process

Identification of mutually
beneficial opportunities
from shared water
resources

Initial stage (e.g., basins
without an international
agreement or transboundary
coordination body)

Launch of the cooperation
process, supported by
awareness-raising on the
need to cooperate

Identification of the full
range of the benefits of
cooperation

Intermediate stage (e.g.,
negotiations on an agreement

Consolidation of the
cooperation process through

Broad assessment of the
range of benefits of
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Stage of development of the
transboundary water cooperation
policy process

4.

Needs of the transboundary water
cooperation policy process

Focus of the benefit assessment
exercise

ongoing or basins with an
international agreement, but
without a transboundary
coordination body)

negotiations, strategic
planning and the
implementation of basic
cooperation initiatives (e.g.,
information sharing)

cooperation (including
cost of non-cooperation)

Advanced stage (e.g., basins
with an international
agreement and a
transboundary coordination
body)

Realization of the potential
benefits of cooperation
through the implementation
of advanced cooperation
initiatives (e.g., infrastructure
projects, coordinated
management instruments)

Assessment of the benefits
of independent national
projects, joint projects, or
a basin programme of
measures

Plan for a transparent, participative process to prevent a possible contestation
of the results
37.
The process of benefit assessment must be seen as part of and consistent with the
overall governance framework. If the assessment is facilitated by an impartial body (such as
an international organization or regional university), is broadly representative (engaging
key stakeholders from the countries, including the public and the possibly affected
population) and follows a transparent methodology (mixing expert and participatory
approaches), then it will increase buy-in and the results will not be contested. A transparent
process of benefit assessment will also help to attract stakeholders (such as local
governments, civil society organisations, or recognized academics) to contribute to the
increased technical quality and political acceptability of the benefit assessment.

5.

Ensure that the transboundary water cooperation benefit assessment is
adequately funded
38.
A transboundary water cooperation benefit assessment will incur establishment costs
(to launch and establish the different elements of the process) as well as recurrent costs (to
keep producing results). The costs will depend on the ambition of the benefit assessment.
The costs should preferably be funded on a cost-sharing basis by the cooperating parties or
as part of a technical programme of the joint body (if it exists). In some settings,
international donors can play an important role in helping to carry out the initial
assessment, and hence in building the foundations and institutional capacity for
cooperation. The benefits resulting from a well-designed assessment are expected to largely
outweigh the costs of undertaking the assessment and implementing related actions. For
example, the cost of a study on the benefits of cooperation in flood management and the
prevention measures implemented as a result will be much smaller than the benefits
(financial and other) gained from such measures.

6.

The three phases of the benefit assessment exercise
Phase 1. Identification of benefits and beneficiaries
39.
It is important to ensure that a broad range of benefits are identified. The benefits of
transboundary water cooperation will vary from basin to basin according to their economic,
social, environmental and geopolitical characteristics. They will also vary according to the
cooperation stage. For example, while for cooperation in the initial stage, it may suffice to
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highlight “lives and property saved thanks to improved flood management” as one of the
benefits, for a very advanced level of cooperation it would be necessary to identify the
detailed benefits of each measure (whether soft or hard) that are being considered. The
identified benefits should undergo a “screening” to select for assessment the most relevant
and important benefits, taking into account their potential magnitude and other policyrelevant criteria.
Phase 2. Assessment of benefits
40.
The nature and the level of detail of the assessment phase will vary according to the
issues, the cooperation stage and the political will of the parties involved. The benefit
assessment can be useful to inform new options, but also to evaluate past options and
inform new decisions. All the benefits that passed the screening test in the identification
step should undergo at least a qualitative assessment. The types of benefits of
transboundary water cooperation vary greatly, and thus the assessment approaches will
necessarily be different. Many, but not all, the benefits can undergo a quantitative
assessment. Only in some cases the monetary valuation of the benefits can be assessed. The
aim of the assessment phase is to contribute to advance the transboundary water
cooperation process, and this should guide the ambition of the assessments of individual
benefits and the selection of assessment methodologies.
Phase 3. Communication of benefits
41.
The final step is the integration of the assessment results in the transboundary water
cooperation policy process through communication efforts for awareness-raising, advocacy,
and policy development.
7.

Evaluate the process and outcomes of the benefit assessment and relaunch the process
42.
Transboundary water cooperation benefit assessments should not be seen as one-off
effort, but rather as a cycle that will have to be repeated and improved over time to respond
to evolving policy demands (e.g., feeding the dialogue that takes place in a joint body). It is
important that policymakers provide their feedback on the strengths and weaknesses of the
first cycle of the benefit assessment exercise before subsequent cycles are launched.

III. Identifying the benefits of transboundary water cooperation
A.
1.

How to approach the identification of transboundary water
cooperation benefits
Prepare for an extended process
43.
The identification of transboundary water cooperation benefits may be an extended
process. In order to capture the full potential for cooperation, it is helpful to map out as
many benefits as possible from the start. However, in many cases, only some benefits will
be identified in a first phase of negotiations. Enhanced cooperation may then lead to further
efforts to identify additional benefits, both because the parties are ready to invest in the
identification process and because some potential benefits may only be apparent (or appear
feasible) after the basis for cooperation has been established.

2.

Involve a wide variety of stakeholders and experts
44.
Different stakeholders have different knowledge and information about the different
aspects and impacts of transboundary water cooperation. Thus, the inclusion of different
types of stakeholders should help to ensure that benefits that may otherwise go unidentified
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are uncovered. While transboundary water cooperation processes are in most cases the
responsibility of national authorities, it is important to include local government and other
local stakeholders. A range of disciplines needs to be represented in the process of
identification of benefits — this should include hydrology, engineering, microeconomics,
macroeconomics, sociology, anthropology, military studies and politics. An intersectoral
approach to the benefits identification is therefore required. It is important that the experts
of the team responsible for leading the identification of benefits represent all the involved
countries and sectors — effectively constituting a regional team.
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Box 3
An assessment of the intersectoral linkages to complement a benefit
assessment in the Kura River Basin
The Kura Basin is shared by Azerbaijan and Georgia. In 2006–2007, a
transboundary diagnostic analysis funded by the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) and the Global Environment Facility (GEF) identified four
high-priority issues: (a) variation and reduction in hydrological flow;
(b) deterioration of water quality; (c) ecosystem degradation; and (d) flooding and
bank erosion. In recent years, accelerating economic development is putting
additional pressure on water resources in the basin — for instance, through
increased irrigation and hydropower development.
In order to support the development of a cooperation agreement, in 2012 the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) launched a
project to assess the benefits of transboundary water cooperation in the Kura
Basin. The OECD assessment found that, for most surface water bodies in the
basin, transboundary cooperation could bring water quantity and water qualityrelated benefits.
A “nexus assessment” can usefully complement such a “benefit assessment”. A
nexus assessment looks at intersectoral linkages in the planning and management
of energy, land and water resources. Its aim is to contribute to enhancing energy,
food and water security by increasing efficiency, managing trade-offs, exploiting
synergies and improving governance across sectors. In 2013, ECE launched a
nexus assessment in the Alazani/Ganikh River, one of the water bodies within the
Kura Basin. The assessment found a strong linkage between household use of
fuelwood, deforestation, loss of ecosystem services and degradation of the
hydrological regime. It also identified several potential measures to address these
interlinked issues, including: expanding the use of modern fuels; developing
sustainable hydropower generation; improving flood management; developing the
agriculture and agro-industrial sector; and improving practices in the agriculture
and agro-industrial sectors. Thus, a nexus assessment can help to improve a benefit
assessment by identifying benefit-generating measures that may be omitted by only
looking at traditional water management measures (e.g., measures to reduce
household use of fuelwood).
_______________
Source: Annukka Liponnen, ECE and Tatiana Efimova, OECD, “The potential benefits of
transboundary water cooperation in the Kura River Basin”, case study, 2015.

3.

Do not expect all types of benefits to be relevant in your basin
45.
The benefits of transboundary water cooperation vary from basin to basin. The
benefits of improved upstream water management depend on the structure of uses
downstream — for example, two basins that are equivalent in hydrological terms will
generate benefits of different types (and sizes) if one has large cities and irrigation districts
downstream and the other does not. Those basins that have very different characteristics in
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different parts of the basins are more likely to generate greater benefits from transboundary
water cooperation. 7
4.

Identify the beneficiaries also, not just the benefits
46.
Identifying the beneficiaries of transboundary water cooperation will help to inform
the political processes (coalition formation) to achieve it. And it will inform the
development of possible options for compensation, whenever relevant. This applies both at
the transboundary (international) and domestic (national) levels.

5.

Complement identification of the benefits of cooperation with the identification of the
related costs and risks
47.
Transboundary water cooperation can generate many benefits, but it may also
involve some costs and risks. These represent the flip side of the benefits. Costs and risks
may be of an economic nature — such as the cost of launching and sustaining the
cooperation process, and the cost of adopting measures required to generate the benefits.
They may also be of a political nature — the adoption of new water management measures
will benefit some stakeholders more than others and discussions about water management
can generate controversies within a country or among countries. Mitigation strategies to
deal with such risks and costs range from better communication to the implementation of
internal compensation measures.

6.

Identify in parallel the possible negative impact of inaction
48.
While cooperation carries some risks and costs, it should be remembered that failing
to cooperate will also not be free of risks, as it will carry the costs of inaction. Many
countries are currently suffering high costs because of absent or underdeveloped
transboundary water cooperation. Human loss and economic damage from floods, the
impact of which could have been reduced from stronger cooperation, are typical examples.
But the whole array of economic, social, environmental and political benefits identified in
the typology of the potential benefits of transboundary water cooperation (table 2)
represents the true measure of the possible costs of failing to cooperate.

Box 4
Identifying crucial challenges in the Nile River Basin to prompt
transboundary water cooperation
The State of the River Nile Basin report presents information on the general
health of the Nile Basin in order to raise awareness of the biophysical,
sociocultural and economic conditions within the basin. It highlights water
hotspots and “hopespots”, and observes that cooperation among the riparian
States is crucial for solving the basin’s multiple environmental and
socioeconomic problems. By providing information both on the possible
benefits of cooperation and on expected future increasing challenges related to
inaction, the report, which aims to facilitate discussion, information sharing,
knowledge-based decision-making and collective action at the basin-wide level,
provides a framework for pressure–state–response analysis.

7

See Sarah A. Wheeler, University of South Australia, Case study on the Murray-Darling Basin,
prepared for the workshop “Counting our Gains: Sharing experiences on identifying, assessing and
communicating the benefits of transboundary water cooperation”, Geneva, May 2014. Available from
www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html.
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_______________
Source: Nile Basin Initiative, The State of the River Nile Basin, 2012. Available from
http://nileis.nilebasin.org/content/state-river-nile-basin-report.

7.

Be ready to accept uncertainty
49.
The identification of transboundary water cooperation benefits involves levels of
uncertainty. For several individual benefits, it may be unclear with the information
available whether those benefits can be generated in a given basin — particularly for
aquifers, given their physical characteristics. Strategies need to be developed to try to
reduce that level of uncertainty, such as additional data collection, but it may not possible to
eliminate it.

Box 5
Identifying priority benefits of transboundary water cooperation under
uncertainty in the Dinaric Karst Aquifers
The Dinaric Karst Aquifers in South-Eastern Europe consist of several large
aquifer systems spanning from Italy to Greece. Since the signing of the Stability
Pact for South Eastern Europe in 1999, numerous transboundary water cooperation
activities have been undertaken, and several bilateral agreements have been
designed for managing transboundary surface waters and/or hydropower
developments. Cooperation on the aquifers increased in 2008 with the endorsement
of the GEF-funded Dinaric Karst Transboundary Aquifer System Project
(DIKTAS), which aims to contribute to the equitable and sustainable use of the
aquifer system by increasing scientific knowledge of the aquifers, creating a
multilateral consultative body and establishing priority actions for management of
the aquifers. An assessment of the downstream part of the Trebišnjica River
highlighted groundwater quality as a key issue, with a potential impacts on aquifer
functions including water supply, support of dependent surface ecosystems and
endemic karst underground species, and recreation and tourism. However, more
assessment efforts are needed, since the current lack of data at aquifer scale
hampers a detailed assessment and specific conclusions, particularly regarding the
economic implications of possible trade-offs that are key for decision-making,
collaboration and the formulation of possible agreements.
_______________
Sources: GEF, DIKTAS Transboundary Diagnostic Analysis, December 2013, available
from http://diktas.iwlearn.org/; and International Groundwater Resources Assessment
Centre, Groundwater Economics: Significance and State of Affairs of Groundwater
Economics in the Governance of Transboundary Aquifers, 2014, available from
http://www.un-igrac.org/publications/553.

B.

Identifying different types of benefits
50.
Transboundary water cooperation can potentially generate many benefits, both in
terms of outcomes and as a result of the process itself. There are at least two major families
of benefits generated by transboundary water cooperation. The first family of benefits refers
to outcomes. Transboundary water cooperation allows the individual parties to improve the
way they manage their water resources (for example, by having better information). This
will result in positive impacts in different economic sectors (for instance, in terms of
agricultural productivity), as well as for the affected population (e.g., positive health
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impacts). A second family of benefits relate to the process. For example, the demands of
the transboundary water cooperation process in terms of information (see box 5), analysis,
the establishment of cooperation mechanisms and stakeholder participation will have
positive impacts for the domestic governance of water resources and may have spillover
impacts on the broader domestic water governance agenda.

Box 6
The Danube’s transnational monitoring system
Since 1996, the International Commission for the Protection of the Danube River
(ICPDR) coordinates a transnational water quality monitoring system. This system
was originally conceived to support the implementation of the Convention on
Cooperation for the Protection and Sustainable Use of the River Danube, but in
2007 it was revised to meet the requirements of the European Union Water
Framework Directive. 8 Its main objective is to provide an overview of long-term
changes in surface water and (where necessary) groundwater status in a basin-wide
context, paying particular attention to the transboundary pollution load. It
comprises surveillance monitoring (of surface water status as well as of specific
measures), operational monitoring and investigative monitoring. Products of this
monitoring system include statistical yearbooks on water quality parameters, inputs
to the Danube River Basin Management Plan (every six years) and the Joint
Danube Surveys Technical Reports. The Joint Danube Surveys are joint river
expeditions of international teams of scientists carried out every six years to
harmonize methodologies, fill information gaps, test new methods and check the
impacts of new chemical substances.
_______________
Source: ICPDR, http://www.icpdr.org/main/activities-projects/tnmn-transnationalmonitoring-network.

51.
Transboundary water cooperation results in improved water management, which
provides a large number of direct economic, social and environmental benefits. The
potential direct benefits from improved water management are well known. They include
benefits in terms of economic production (e.g., increased agricultural and energy
production) and protection of economic assets (for example, avoiding damage to urban
infrastructure from flooding). They also include social benefits, such as lives saved from
water-related disasters and water pollution, and increased access to electricity and water
services for some population groups. And there are environmental benefits as well,
including improvements in habitat conditions for many species. The direct benefits of
improved water management are also likely to have second-order benefits in the economies
of the involved countries — for example, they may lead to an increase in competitiveness
across the economy due to lower energy prices.
52.
Transboundary water cooperation helps to pave the way for other forms of
cooperation by enhancing trust. There are a fair number of international conflicts revolving
around transboundary water resources, in the same way that there are many domestic water
conflicts. But in many settings, water cooperation is actually an entry point to build trust
between countries. Advances in transboundary water cooperation may facilitate advances in
other policy areas — most notably regional economic interdependence, as well as peace

8

Directive 2000/60/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council of 23 October 2000 establishing
a framework for Community action in the field of water policy.
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and security. More intense regional economic interdependence (for example, through
increased trade of goods and services or cross-border investments), will produce economic
benefits for all countries involved. Advances in peace and security, although not easy to
identify and measure, will also provide benefits to all countries involved — ranging from
the avoided economic, social and environmental impacts of conflict to budget savings from
lower military spending.
53.
Because transboundary water cooperation can generate many benefits, some of
which are not very familiar to many audiences, a typology of the potential benefits of such
cooperation can be a useful tool to guide stakeholders in identifying them. Table 2 presents
such a typology of benefits, building on previous work from Claudia Sadoff and David
Grey. 9 The typology highlights that there are two main avenues for the generation of
benefits: improved water management; and enhanced trust among the cooperating parties. It
also highlights that many of the benefits are related to economic activities, but that there is
also a range of benefits that go beyond the impact on economic activities. The list of
examples is not exhaustive — some transboundary water cooperation processes may
generate benefits that are not included below. At the same time, not all the transboundary
water cooperation processes are expected to generate all the benefits listed below. The
realization of benefits under the different categories identified will result in reduced
vulnerability and increased resilience — itself a major benefit.
Table 2
Typology of the potential benefits of transboundary water cooperation
Origin of benefits

On economic activities

Beyond economic activities

From improved
water
management

Economic benefits

Social and environmental benefits

Expanded activity and productivity in
economic sectors (aquaculture,
irrigated agriculture, mining, energy
generation, industrial production,
nature-based tourism)

Health impacts from improved water quality
and reduced risk of water-related disasters.

Reduced cost of carrying out
productive activities
Reduced economic impacts of waterrelated hazards (floods, droughts)
Increased value of property

Employment and reduced poverty impacts
of the economic benefits
Improved access to services (such as
electricity and water supply)
Improved satisfaction due to preservation of
cultural resources or access to recreational
opportunities.
Increased ecological integrity and reduced
habitat degradation and biodiversity loss
Strengthened scientific knowledge on water
status

From enhanced
trust

9

24

Regional economic cooperation
benefits

Peace and security benefits
Strengthening of international law

Development of regional markets for
goods, services and labour

Increased geopolitical stability

Increase in cross-border investments

New opportunities from increased trust
(investment in the basin, joint counter-

Claudia W. Sadoff and David Grey, “Beyond the river: the benefits of cooperation on international
rivers”, Water Policy, vol. 4 (2002), pp. 389–403.
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Origin of benefits

On economic activities

Beyond economic activities

Development of transnational
infrastructure networks

terrorism strategies)
Reduced risk and avoided cost of conflict
Savings from reduced military spending
Creation of a shared basin identity/
citizenship

C.

Economic benefits
54.
Transboundary water cooperation contributes to securing current economic activity.
Many economic activities require water as a key input. Examples include aquaculture,
irrigated agriculture, mining, energy generation, industrial production, nature-based tourism
and water-based transport. Each economic activity will have specific requirements
regarding the quantity of water, the quality of water and timing. By improving water
management, transboundary water cooperation can make it possible to provide more water
(of the right quality and at the right time) and thus to expand economic activity and
productivity in those economic sectors.
55.
Transboundary water cooperation also contributes to enhancing the profitability of
current economic activities. Providing water (of the right quality and at the right time) for
economic activities has a cost. The cost may be reflected in the price of water or it may be
assumed by the public sector and financed through general tax revenues. Transboundary
water cooperation, through improved water management, can reduce the cost of providing
water and thus improve the profitability of economic activities (if they pay the cost) or
improve the financial position of the public sector (if water is subsidized). For example, in
the absence of transboundary water cooperation, some firms will have to turn to more
expensive sources of water supply (e.g., because they are further away), pay a higher cost
for treating raw water to the right level of quality (whether for human consumption or for
economic uses), pay a higher cost for energy inputs (because cheaper hydropower may not
be developed), or pay higher costs of transport for their inputs and outputs (because cheaper
river transport may not be an option).
56.
Transboundary water cooperation can also reduce the extent and economic impact of
water-related hazards. Water-related hazards can inflict high economic damages. In
addition to their impact in terms of the loss of human lives, floods can destroy economic
infrastructure that is costly to replace, damage material possessions and homes and disrupt
economic activities (for example by making it impossible to transport people and goods for
days or weeks or by causing energy blackouts). Droughts can inflict major damage in rural
areas (through the loss of crops and the ripple effects on agricultural-based economies) and,
in some contexts, cause food shortages and increases in food prices.
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Box 7
Transboundary cooperation responses to catastrophic flooding in the
Elbe Basin
At the beginning of August 2002, heavy rainfall in the Ore Mountains caused
disastrous floods in Germany and the Czech Republic. The water levels of the river
Elbe and its tributaries increased dramatically, causing direct economic costs of
around €9 billion in flood damage in Germany. This challenged the traditional
system of flood protection, mainly by means of dikes, and called for a more
integrative approach to flood risk management. Since then, transboundary flood
modelling and transboundary flood warning systems have increased the time
between the prediction of a flood wave and its arrival, making it possible to
mitigate the impact of the flood in terms of human lives and economic assets.
_______________
Source: Marc Teichmann and Augustin Berghöfer, River Elbe flood regulation options
with ecological benefits, Germany, The Economics of Ecosystems and Biodiversity (TEEB)
case study (2010). Available from http://www.teebweb.org/resources/case-studies/.

57.
Transboundary water cooperation can generate additional economic benefits within
a basin. Healthy water ecosystems provide aesthetic benefits that sometimes have hard
monetary values attached to them. In particular, increased water quality can have
substantial impacts on the value of riverfront properties in urban areas.
58.
Improved water management brought about by transboundary water cooperation has
additional economic impacts on the national economy, beyond the basin in question. These
additional economic impacts are caused by the backward and forward linkages of basinbased economic activity with other economic activities in each of the basin countries.
“Backward and forward linkages” refers to the positive impact in the rest of the national
economy caused by the increase in economic production in the transboundary basin.
Backward linkages are caused by the increased demand for inputs — for example,
increased agricultural production will drive up the demand for agricultural inputs and
machinery. Forward linkages are caused by the increased availability of outputs that serve
as inputs to sectors located elsewhere in the country — for example, major hydropower or
geothermal development may reduce the cost of providing energy to industrial factories
across the country.

D.

Social and environmental benefits
59.
Transboundary water cooperation contributes to improving health outcomes. Poor
water quality and water-related disasters can have major impacts on human health through
diseases (morbidity impacts) and the loss of human lives (mortality impacts).
Transboundary water cooperation contributes to reducing those impacts by improving water
management, both in terms of improving water quality and reducing the risks of waterrelated disasters.
60.
Transboundary water cooperation also contributes to reducing poverty and creating
jobs. These social benefits are generated through some of the economic impacts discussed
in the previous section. Improved water management results in an increase in economic
activities that create jobs and generate income for households. Depending on the specific
context, these social benefits may be generated not only in the transboundary basin but also
in other parts of the country.
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61.
A further social benefit of transboundary water cooperation is its contribution to
improving access to basic services for populations that previously had no access to them.
These benefits can be particularly important in less developed countries with substantial
gaps in access to basic services. The most important services are likely to be electricity and
water supply. These services and often have knock-on effects on issues such as educational
performance (e.g., through improved school attendance rates), health (e.g., through reduced
prevalence of water-borne diseases) and poverty (e.g., by freeing up time for engaging in
income-generating activities).
62.
Transboundary water cooperation also provides cultural and recreational benefits
through mechanisms that are sometimes ignored — such as the preservation of cultural
resources or access to recreational opportunities. While intangible, they are real benefits
that people value. Improved water management made possible by transboundary water
cooperation can contribute to preserving those benefits.
63.
There is also a wide range of environmental benefits that can be perceived from
transboundary water cooperation. Improved ecosystem health of the water body is an
important outcome of such cooperation. Many of the environmental benefits generated
through improved ecosystem health are ultimately reflected in the economic and social
benefits discussed previously. Improved ecological integrity, reduced habitat degradation
and avoided biodiversity loss are some of the benefits that only partially show up in
estimates of economic and social benefits and require specific attention. Some of these
environmental benefits are felt beyond the basin concerned, since they also include the
preservation of spawning grounds for marine fish species and migratory bird habitats.
Aquifer-specific benefits include preventing land subsidence and saltwater intrusion.

Box 8
Environmental benefits of transboundary water cooperation on the Rhine
In 1950, Germany, France, Luxembourg, the Netherlands and Switzerland founded
the forerunner to the International Commission for the Protection of the Rhine
(ICPR) in order to analyse the pollution of the Rhine, recommend water protection
measures, harmonize monitoring and analysis methods and exchange monitoring
data. The Commission was established formally in 1963 and one year later a
permanent secretariat was set up. After a severe pollution accident in 1969,
Governments decided to step up cooperation and in 1976 a chemicals convention
and a chloride convention were signed. Between 1977 and 1986 water quality
improved steadily. In 1986, the Sandoz accident prompted the adoption of the
ambitious Rhine Action Programme with the objective of reducing discharged
quantities of 40 dangerous chemicals by half within 10 years. After the disastrous
floods of 1993 and 1995, ICPR was mandated to elaborate a flood action plan.
Thus, between 1987 and 1999, ICPR developed a comprehensive international
water management system, integrating qualitative and quantitative aspects of
surface waters and groundwater. Today, 96 per cent of the population of the Rhine
Basin is connected to a wastewater treatment plant, and many big industrial plants
have their own wastewater treatment plant. As a consequence, the number of
animal and plant species has increased — 63 fish species now live in the Rhine
and, since 2006, salmon, sea trout and eel as well as other migratory fish migrate
from the North Sea as far upstream as Strasbourg. In addition, flood-plains have
been reactivated, Oxbow lakes have been reconnected with the Rhine and
tributaries and the river bank structures have been ecologically improved.
_______________
Source: ICPR website, http://www.iksr.org/index.php?id=12&L=3.
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E.

Regional economic cooperation benefits
64.
Regional economic cooperation can generate major economic benefits for the
countries involved. Such cooperation is characterized by and leads to a number of changes
in economic relations, the emergence of new economic opportunities and the generation of
economic efficiencies (for example. by making it possible to take advantage of economies
of scale or allowing countries to specialize in the economic activities in which they are
most productive).
65.
Transboundary water cooperation can be one facilitator of the process of regional
economic cooperation, both directly and indirectly. Directly, it can contribute to such
cooperation in water-related areas, such as the development of hydropower or water-based
transport. Indirectly, it can contribute to regional economic interdependence by facilitating
enhanced trust and providing a model for a mechanism to discuss policy issues and resolve
disputes.

Box 9
Regional economic cooperation benefits in the Mekong Basin
Regional economic cooperation benefits include the gradual opening of markets
for goods, services and labour; increases in cross-border investment; and the
development of transnational infrastructure networks (such as energy and transport
infrastructure). The processes that generate those benefits are driven by sectoral
policies, such as trade and migration policies, investment policies, or energy and
transport policies. The implementation of those sectoral policies requires
international negotiations and agreements that are facilitated by pre-existing good
relations between the riparian countries. In some cases, water-related negotiations
and agreements are taken as good examples to show that international cooperation
can deliver concrete benefits, and thus contribute to developing good relations and
facilitating cooperation in other policy areas.
The fragmentation of regional infrastructure can be a major obstacle to growth.
Where cooperation on international rivers can contribute to increased integration of
infrastructure systems, development impacts can be significant. The Mekong Basin
provides an interesting case. It is shared by Cambodia, China, the Lao People’s
Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam. Relationships among
these riparians have been turbulent for decades, and have been further exacerbated
by superpower conflicts. Transboundary water cooperation in the Mekong has
proved to be an important stabilizing factor in the region, bringing substantial
economic benefits — both directly, from forward linkages, and indirectly, from
diminishing tensions. During conflicts between the Lao People’s Democratic
Republic and Thailand, for example, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic has
always provided hydroelectricity to Thailand, and Thailand has always paid.
Similarly, Thailand has followed an explicit strategy of increasing regional
stability by creating mutual dependency, and thus purchases gas from Myanmar
and Malaysia and hydropower from the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and
China, in part because these are low-cost supplies and in part because they create
ties that bind the countries in a web of mutual dependency. The updated Mekong
Basin Development Strategy for 2016–2020, developed by the Mekong River
Basin Commission, seeks to further strengthen regional integration by moving the
countries towards more optimal basin-wide development through cooperation on
joint projects and national projects of basin-wide significance. Joint projects on
energy, flood protection, navigation and protection of environmental assets will
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enhance interdependent subregional sustainable growth.
_______________
Sources: Claudia W. Sadoff and David Grey, “Beyond the river: the benefits of
cooperation on international rivers”, Water Policy, vol. 4 (2002), pp. 389–403, available
from siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTABOUTUS/Resources/BeyondtheRiver.pdf; and
Anoulak Kittikhoun, Mekong River Commission Secretariat, personal communication,
2015.

F.

Peace and security benefits
66.
Transboundary water cooperation helps to prevent water-related conflicts and to
solve existing ones, facilitating the realization of the economic, social and environmental
benefits discussed above. The traditional view has been that disputes over water could lead
to “water wars”. But the analysis of empirical evidence has led to the conclusion that, while
disputes over access to water can be a source of conflict, international relations over
freshwater resources are overwhelmingly cooperative. An analysis based on a total of 1,831
events connected to transboundary “basins at risk” has shown that the riparians in fact tend
to cooperate, rather than entering into conflicts. At the same time, while wars are not
necessarily triggered by competition over water resources, other forms of conflict are
driven by increased competition over such scarce resources — including social instability,
ethnic clashes, low-intensity international conflicts and border disputes. 10
67.
Transboundary water cooperation has spillover effects, contributing to reduced
political tensions, improved security and other foreign policy objectives. The Strategic
Foresight Group 11 has found that nations engaged in active water cooperation do not go to
war. While correlation does not imply causation, it is very suggestive that, of the 148
countries covered by their analysis, 37 are at risk of going to war over issues other than
water (including land, religion, history and ideology), and they happen to be precisely the
37 countries that do not engage in active water cooperation with their neighbours. Reduced
political tensions and improved security forwards the realization of the regional economic
interdependence benefits discussed above. The benefits of reduced political tensions and
improved security also include the avoided economic and human cost of conflicts (from
trade wars to military conflicts), as well as other benefits from reduced political tensions
(such as savings from reduced military spending). Transboundary water cooperation
contributes to these objectives by keeping dialogue avenues open, through interventions in
small basins and by building basin citizenship. There are also cross-links to other foreign
policy objectives (such as achieving the human rights to water and sanitation) and the
management of other risks (such as climate change impacts, food insecurity or energy
insecurity). Some of these benefits accrue to the international community at large and can
have spillover effects in other basins through example and precedent.
68.
The institutional mechanisms developed through transboundary water cooperation
constitute a key element for the realization of peace and security benefits. For example, in
the Southern African Development Community region, even when military conflicts were
being waged in specific river basins, the existence of transboundary river basin
organizations made it possible for cooperation to continue between water managers.
10

11

David Phillips and others, Trans-boundary Water Cooperation as a Tool for Conflict Prevention and
for Broader Benefit-sharing, Global Development Studies No. 4 (Stockholm, Ministry for Foreign
Affairs, 2006). Available from
http://www.csir.co.za/websource/ptl0002/pdf_files/images/media/2006/EGDI_TBW.pdf.
See Water Cooperation for a Secure World: Focus on the Middle East (Mumbai, India, 2013).
Available from http://www.strategicforesight.com/publications.php#.VVwsFeHXuJU.
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Box 10
Promoting peace and security through transboundary water cooperation
mechanisms in Lake Chad
The Lake Chad Basin Commission (LCBC) was established in 1964 by Cameroon,
Chad, Niger and Nigeria, later joined by the Central African Republic and Libya,
to institutionalize the general commitment among the member countries to
cooperate on water with a view to enhancing economic development. The
Commission’s mandate includes the promotion of regional integration, peace and
security across the basin in addition to the sustainable and equitable management
of the Lake Chad Basin and the preservation of its ecosystems.
The LCBC is one of the oldest basin organizations, but water management in the
region faces many challenges. The lake basin has been a particularly tense region
for a long time. Some of its bilateral and regional conflicts are directly related to
water resources and the lake. Continued resource scarcity and poverty have, among
other things, led to fragility in the lake basin and provided incentives for some
parts of the population to join armed ethnic groups, warlords or terrorists, further
destabilizing the region. These insecurities have been on the rise in recent years.
This is why, in 2012, the LCBC decided to reactivate the Multinational Joint
Security Force in the Lake Chad Basin, to revise its mandate and to extend it to all
member States of the LCBC to ensure security in the basin. Each country is to
provide a fully equipped battalion of 700–800 soldiers. In July 2014, ministers of
defence, chiefs of defence staff and heads of security and intelligence services of
LCBC member States agreed on the need to pool their efforts to bring a common
and coordinated response to the current security challenges related to the threats
posed by the terrorist group Boko Haram in the region and beyond. The Joint
Security Force will be mandated to patrol the Lake Chad region and conduct
military operations against arms dealers and suspected terrorists.
The case of Lake Chad clearly demonstrates the strong linkages and
interdependencies between technical water resources management tasks and
broader challenges of regional or even international security.
_______________
Sources: LCBC News Magazine, Special Bologna 2014, Issue February–July 2014,
available from www.cblt.org/en/publications; and Adelphi, The rise of hydro-diplomacy —
Strengthening foreign policy for transboundary waters, Climate Diplomacy (2014),
available from http://www.adelphi.de/en/publications/dok/43509.php?pid=1927.

Box 11
Water-for-peace deals in the Teesta Basin
The Teesta Basin, shared by India and Bangladesh, is home to nearly 30 million
people. The two countries discuss management of the Teesta River in the
framework of the India-Bangladesh Joint Rivers Commission (JRC) — created in
1972 to facilitate joint efforts in the management of all 54 shared rivers. In 1983,
India and Bangladesh entered into an ad hoc agreement over the Teesta, but were
unable to implement it. In 2010, they reached a new draft agreement on water
allocation — which was opposed by the State Government of West Bengal (India).
Presently, the most vital benefit accrued from the Teesta Basin negotiations is the
informal trade-off between the Indian and Bangladeshi Governments, which
essentially represents a water-for-peace deal. The Indian Government, as the upper
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riparian, has agreed to a water-sharing agreement during the lean season in
exchange for the present Bangladeshi Administration’s cooperation in addressing
some of India’s security concerns regarding violent extremist groups operating
from Bangladeshi territory. Once a treaty on the Teesta is signed, a large range of
potential economic, social and environmental benefits can be unlocked. But
transboundary water cooperation between Bangladesh and India over the Teesta
could also lead to broader bilateral security that could potentially expand gradually
to include China, Nepal and Bhutan.
_______________
Source: Anumita Raj, Strategic Foresight Group, Case study on the Teesta River Basin,
prepared for the Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014. Available from
www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html.

G.

Governance benefits
69.
While the benefit typology focuses on “outcome” benefits, transboundary water
cooperation processes also generate important benefits in terms of improving domestic
water governance. The most difficult barriers to achieving domestic water management
objectives are not — or are not solely — of a technical or economic nature; in many
countries, they relate to improving domestic water governance. Unclear or inadequate
allocation of responsibilities, secretive use of information or insufficient stakeholder
engagement are among the factors that hinder faster progress towards domestic water
security. A process of transboundary water cooperation can act as an important driver for
improving some aspects of domestic water governance. The cooperation process will
demand information about the status and trends of water resources; it will demand more
transparency about how water resources are managed; and it will involve different
ministries, levels of government and non-governmental stakeholders in the process.
Moreover, improved engagement of the public, communities and affected stakeholders
during the identification phase can enhance their buy-in in the cooperation process. 12 These
water governance benefits are difficult to identify and assess, but they are as important as
the outcome benefits on which the rest of this Policy Guidance Note focuses.

Box 12
Governance benefits of transboundary water cooperation — the case of the
North American Great Lakes
Formal transboundary water cooperation in the Great Lakes, shared among Canada
and the United States of America, began in 1909 with the Boundary Waters Treaty.
Cooperation expanded in 1972 with the Great Lakes Water Quality Agreement,
signed in response to the then-growing nutrient pollution problem. The Water
Quality Agreement generated environmental benefits in the form of increased
water quality — with concentrations of nutrients and toxic contaminants
decreasing by 60 and 90 per cent, respectively. These environmental benefits have
generated economic benefits in commercial fishing, sport fishing, recreational
boating and beach use.
A range of governance benefits have also been generated. These include greater
12

Jonathan Fisher, Economic and environmental benefits of transboundary water cooperation,
Background report for the Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014. Available from
http://www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html.
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cross-border cooperation between government agencies and scientists through the
bi-national science advisory boards established by the Agreement; increased
transparency and accountability of federal activities brought about by increased
public engagement; and the emergence of strong non-governmental organizations,
in response to the non-binding authority of the Agreement and the need for
linkages between federal and local policy. These benefits were indirectly created
through the process of environmental problem solving, but were nonetheless
integral to the successful realization of environmental benefits.
_______________
Source: Jeff C. Ho, Stanford University, Case study on the North American Great Lakes,
prepared for the Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014. Available from
http://www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html.

IV. Assessing the benefits of transboundary water cooperation
A.

How to approach the assessment of benefits
70. The benefits identified should undergo a “screening” before starting the assessment
phase, to select for assessment the most relevant and important benefits, taking into account
their potential magnitude and other policy-relevant criteria.

1.

Match the level of ambition of the assessment to the needs of the cooperation
policy process
71.
In planning for the benefit assessment, the information needs of the transboundary
water cooperation policy process (both current and foreseeable), should be considered. At
the same time, the assessment process should be flexible and opportunistic, taking
advantage of emerging windows to provide input into the policy process. Transboundary
water cooperation benefit assessments can have different levels of ambition. These may
vary from rough-and-ready qualitative estimates to sophisticated, data-hungry and costly
methodologies, such as scenarios and outlooks. Efforts to assess benefits need to be
commensurate with the intended use of the results — in some cases some rough estimates
will suffice, in others, good quality studies will need to be developed.
72.
Indeed, the level of evidence, confidence and scrutiny needed in the benefit
assessment commonly rises when moving through the stages of development of the
transboundary water cooperation policy process. Table 3 expands on the chapter 2
discussion (see table 1) to suggest how to match the main focus of the assessment phase to
those development stages and policy needs.
Table 3
Matching the focus of the assessment phase to the policy needs
Stage of development
of the transboundary
water cooperation
policy process

Needs of the transboundary
water cooperation policy
process

Pre-initial stage Establish the conditions
(e.g. basins
for launching a
characterised by cooperation process
political conflict)
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Focus of the benefit
assessment exercise

Main focus of the
assessment phase

Identification of
mutually beneficial
opportunities from
shared water
resources

Rapid qualitative
assessment of key
benefits
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Stage of development
of the transboundary
water cooperation
policy process

2.

Needs of the transboundary
water cooperation policy
process

Focus of the benefit
assessment exercise

Main focus of the
assessment phase

Initial stage (e.g.
basins without
international
agreement or
transboundary
coordination
body)

Launch of the cooperation
process, supported by
awareness raising on the
need to cooperate

Identification of the
full range of the
benefits of
cooperation

Rapid qualitative
assessment of all
identified benefits

Medium stage
(e.g., negotiations
on an agreement
ongoing or basins
with international
agreement, but
without
coordination
body)

Consolidation of the
cooperation process
through negotiations,
strategic planning and the
implementation of basic
cooperation initiatives
(e.g. information sharing)

Broad assessment of
the range of benefits
of cooperation
(including cost of
non-cooperation)

In-depth qualitative
assessment of all
identified benefits

Advanced stage
(e.g. basins with
international
agreement and
coordination
body)

Realisation of the
potential benefits of
cooperation through the
implementation of
advanced cooperation
initiatives (e.g.
infrastructure projects,
coordinated management
instruments)

Assessment of the
benefits of
independent national
projects, joint
projects, or a basin
programme of
measures

Carry out
quantitative and
monetary valuation,
when justified given
available resources

Include easily
available
quantitative and
monetary estimates

Focus on the final outcomes of cooperation
73.
Transboundary water cooperation can generate intermediate outcomes — such as
sharing of information and other aspects of technical-level cooperation. It will be useful to
track the progress of those intermediate outcomes to show progress in the process of
transboundary water cooperation. However, the real justification for transboundary water
cooperation regards achieving policy objectives such as economic growth, employment
creation, life losses avoidance, or improvements in the quality of habitats. Major efforts
need to be made to define the outcomes sought, including a selection of indicators, in order
to assess the expected benefits of cooperation during the planning phase and then evaluate
the actual benefits. In some cases, the most important outcomes of cooperation will relate to
the “avoided costs of inaction”, including conflict prevention. Once the key outcomes have
been identified, a baseline will need to be established. When the links between intermediate
and final outcomes are not clear, it may be necessary to focus as well on intermediate
outputs, but care should be taken to avoid double counting (for example when one
intermediate output is linked to various final outcomes).

3.

Select the right geographical and time scales
74.
Basin-wide assessments can identify mutually beneficial opportunities that are not
apparent in project-based assessments. Given that some of the benefits of transboundary
water cooperation will be generated over long time scales, a transboundary water
cooperation benefit assessment should look also at the long-term benefits.
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4.

Adopt an adaptive approach
75.
A transboundary water cooperation benefit assessment can be thought of as a longterm process of improvement. To support it, a major collaborative long-term research
programme should be preferred over short-term consultancies or competing studies. But
interim results need to be produced to feed the transboundary water cooperation policy
process. As new policy needs are expressed and new benefits are identified, new benefit
assessment efforts might need to be undertaken. As discussed earlier, a transboundary water
cooperation process may be able to deliver increasing benefits over time, as increasing
levels of trust open new opportunities for cooperation. In addition, the estimation and
valuation of transboundary water cooperation benefits is likely to contain errors (due to
different causes). These errors can be picked up and corrected in the process of monitoring
and evaluation, supported by the long-term research programme. Conducting the
assessment jointly (see below) and using transparent methodologies will prevent those
errors from fuelling conflicts.

5.

Conduct it jointly
76.
To be useful in supporting a transboundary water cooperation policy process, the
benefit assessment needs to be credible and its findings accepted by the relevant parties.
This is likely to require a team of experts from the different basin countries. Before
embarking on any assessment, it is essential to agree first with all parties on a pragmatic
methodology.

6.

Involve different stakeholders, including local communities
77.
Ideally, the assessment results will be accepted not just by the parties at the national
level, but also by the different stakeholders within each country — including policymakers,
experts and beneficiaries. This will increase the stakeholders’ feeling of ownership and
enhance dissemination of the results, as well as the implementation of actions and
eventually the realization of benefits. This is particularly true for local communities, which
will be the beneficiaries of many of the economic, social and environmental benefits
generated in the basin. In some cases, benefit assessment will have an exploratory nature
and rough-and-ready assessments will not have the capacity to engage local communities
deeply due to lack of resources. But participatory approaches should generally be used to
improve the quality of the results of the assessment exercise by involving local
communities — which is also likely to have positive impacts in terms of gaining local
support for promoting transboundary water cooperation solutions.

7.

Favour integrated assessments
78.
Given the large range of the potential benefits of transboundary water cooperation, it
will be necessary to adopt different approaches to assessing different types of benefits.
Nevertheless, a common framework for integrating the different benefits will be invaluable
to support the decision-making process when considering trade-offs.

Box 13
Integrated assessments: the Inter-SEDE model
The study, Trans-boundary Water Cooperation as a Tool for Conflict Prevention
and for Broader Benefit-sharing, presents one of the rare efforts to assess the
benefits of transboundary water cooperation in an integrated manner. The
assessment framework considers three types of benefits: economic development,
security and environmental benefits. A model (Inter-SEDE) is developed to assess
the relative importance of each type of benefit, based on 23 indicators (9 for
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security, 9 for economic development, 5 for environment), some quantitative and
some descriptive. For each indicator, a score can be developed by a ranking and
banding procedure. In applying the model to the Jordan, Kagera and Mekong
Basins, data is collected for the 23 indicators for 21 countries. For each indicator,
the 21 countries are first ranked, then grouped in bands, and then assigned a score
from 1 to 5 according to the band that they belong to. To assess the relative
importance of the benefits in a given transboundary basin, an overall score is
derived for each type of benefit by combining the scores all the riparian countries
for all the indicators related to that particular type of benefit. This methodology
reveals how different types of benefits are of different relevance in different basins,
but also for different countries within the same basin.
Poverty-related indicators
GDP

Population

per

Basin/country

Life

Development potential

Infant

Energy Agriculture

below expectancy mortality Literacy

capita poverty line

use per

as % of

Industry

Water

as % of availability/

at birth

rate

rate

capita

GDP

GDP

use

Total

The Jordan River
Israel

1

1

1

1

1

1

1

2

1

10

Jordan

3

3

1

2

1

2

1

3

1

17

Lebanon

2

2

1

2

2

2

2

4

3

20

Palestine

5

5

1

2

3

3

1

3

1

24

Syria

3

2

2

3

2

2

3

3

3

23

2.8

2.8

1.2

2.0

1.8

2.0

1.6

3.0

1.8

18.8

Averages,
Jordan:

The Karega River
Burundi

5

5

5

4

5

5

4

4

2

39

Rwanda

4

5

5

5

4

5

4

4

2

38

Tanzania

5

3

5

5

3

5

4

4

3

37

Uganda

4

3

4

4

4

5

3

4

3

34

4.5

4.0

4.7

4.5

4.0

5.0

4.7

4.0

2.5

37.0

Averages,
Kagera

_______________
Source: David Phillips and others, Trans-boundary Water Cooperation as a Tool for Conflict
Prevention and for Broader Benefit-sharing, Global Development Studies No.4 (Stockholm,
Ministry for Foreign Affairs, 2006).

8.

Consider different scenarios
79.
Scenario analysis can be used to inform the impacts of alternative policy paths —
such as non-cooperation, weak-cooperation, and strong-cooperation — by asking “what if”
questions. The value of the indicators that define each scenario will vary and, since it is
unlikely that one single scenario will provide superior values for all the indicators, tradeoffs will need to be negotiated. To the extent possible, the different values of those
indicators need to be quantified and monetary values attached to them in order to inform
decisions involving trade-offs. At transboundary level, it may be appropriate to focus only
on the “gross” benefits” as there may be different perceptions among the parties regarding
how to value any negative impacts, but each individual party should look at “net benefits”
to inform its position.
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Box 14
Scenario planning in the Mekong Basin
The Mekong River Commission addresses problems involving uncertainties by
deploying various scenario-based planning tools to envisage future trajectories in
the development and management of different aspects of the Mekong River. This
includes discerning possible changes with regard to population, economy, ecology,
climate change and technology. This process enables the Commission and its
member countries to have a vision which is based on where the region wants to go
in the future, rather than being trapped in the realities of today.
Scenarios are assessed using an integrated approach using a comprehensive set of
65 indicators assessing the economic, social, environmental, climate change and
cooperation conditions. This scenario-based process for the identification of new
opportunities is expected to accelerate and optimize development through
increased cooperation and benefit sharing. The development of updated scenario
assessments of benefits, costs, impacts, risks and exploratory and adapted planned
development (including hydropower and irrigation) will be used to suggest
alternative pathways for basin-wide optimal and sustainable development through
joint projects (multiple sectors), national projects of basin-wide significance and
deal structures.
_______________
Sources: Anoulak Kittikhoun, Mekong River Commission, personal communication,
2014 and 2015; and Strategic Foresight Group, Mekong Learning Journey in Cambodia and
Lao People’s Democratic Republic — Outcome Report: Learning from Gradualism, 2014.

9.

Do not expect to generate monetary values for all the benefits
80.
It is rarely possible, desirable, or necessary to provide a monetary value for all the
benefits of transboundary water cooperation. A transboundary water cooperation benefit
assessment may include qualitative assessment, physical quantification and monetary
valuation (through market and non-market techniques). The advantage of being able to
provide monetary values is that the importance of the benefits of transboundary water
cooperation can be more easily grasped by policymakers, as it becomes easier to compare
with other policy initiatives. Essentially, calculating monetary values for all types of
benefits would provide a common metric that would simplify the aggregation and
presentation of results and the evaluation of trade-offs. However, despite progress made in
recent decades in economic science, it is still difficult or impossible to value some of the
potential beneficial impacts of transboundary water cooperation. There may even be cases
where monetary valuation of certain impacts would create controversies among
stakeholders that undermine the process of transboundary water cooperation rather than
support its progress (see box 19).

10.

Accept that benefit assessment will be imperfect
81.
Assessing the benefits of transboundary water cooperation is fraught with
difficulties. The available methodologies are not always satisfactory. While crucial, the
knowledge base is often weak — at least for some types of benefits. Attribution of the
benefits of policy initiatives, always a thorny issue, is even more difficult in a
transboundary context. But even if imperfect, benefit assessment can have major positive
impacts in terms informing decision-making and promoting cooperative solutions.
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B.

Assessing different types of benefits
82.
As there are many different types of benefits of transboundary water cooperation,
assessment approaches will necessarily be different. For most of them, it will be possible to
at least undertake a qualitative assessment, possibly through a combination of expert
assessment and participatory assessment. For some of them, it will be possible to provide a
quantitative assessment. And only for a reduced number of benefits will it be possible to
provide a monetary valuation. Figure 3 attempts to reflect this situation.
Figure 3
Scope for assessing benefits

83.
The benefit assessment exercise should be designed to fit the needs of the
transboundary water cooperation policy process — which will vary depending on its stage
of development (see table 4).
1.

Assessing economic benefits
84.
Table 4 provides an overview of what policymakers can expect in terms of
assessment for the different sub-types of economic benefits discussed in chapter 3.
Generally, there is more scope to quantify and attach monetary values to economic benefits
than to other benefits of transboundary water cooperation. However, that does not mean
that it is an easy task.
85.
The benefits of transboundary water cooperation that result in infrastructure
solutions can also generally be quantitatively assessed and monetarily valued. There is
indeed a large literature providing technical guidance on how to assess the economic
benefits of water projects. At the same time, the economic benefits of many “soft”
transboundary water cooperation solutions are often difficult or impossible to quantify.
86.
The cost-benefit analysis framework for water projects assumes that those
interventions are “marginal” in the sense that their impacts will not change the structure of
the economy. There are other methodologies to evaluate those impacts (such as inputoutput analysis and general equilibrium modelling), but the informational demands of such
economy-wide analyses are very high and not justified for most benefit assessment
exercises.
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Table 4
Assessing economic benefits: options and methodological approaches
Sub-type of benefits

Assessment options

Comments on methodological approaches

Expanded activity and
productivity in
economic sectors
(aquaculture, irrigated
agriculture, mining,
energy generation,
industrial production,
nature-based tourism)

Quantification
and monetary
valuation
generally
possible

Benefits can be valued by applying market
prices to the estimated changes in production.
If prices are regulated or distorted, shadow
prices will need to be estimated. The main
challenge may be estimating the changes in
production. In most countries there will be
economists familiar with the appropriate
techniques.

Reduced cost of
Quantification
carrying out productive and monetary
activities
valuation
generally
possible

Benefits can be valued by applying the
expected changes in prices of inputs to the
amount of inputs, or calculating estimates of
the costs of alternative options to procure the
inputs.

Reduced economic
impacts of waterrelated hazards (floods,
droughts)

Quantification
and monetary
valuation
generally
possible

Benefits can be valued by applying the
replacement cost of goods and assets lost. The
impact on human lives is included in the
category of social and environmental benefits.

Increased value of
property

Quantification
and monetary
valuation
sometimes
possible

Valuation requires non-market approaches.
The hedonic pricing method in particular will
be appropriate, but it requires data and
expertise that may not be readily available.

Additional economic
impacts on the national
economy, beyond the
basin concerned

Quantification
and monetary
valuation rarely
possible

Valuation requires complex and data-hungry
methodologies (such as input-output analysis
or general equilibrium analysis) that are not
generally justified in benefit assessment
exercises, except possibly for major
infrastructure developments.

Box 15
Assessing economic benefits for the Columbia River
The Columbia River Treaty is perhaps the classic example of a successful, benefit-sharing
international river treaty. The Treaty was signed in 1964 between Canada and the United
States to develop and operate four large dams for hydropower generation and flood control.
The economic benefits of the dams were estimated by a team combining experts from Canada
(BC Hydro) and the United States (United States Army Corps of Engineers and Bonneville
Power). The benefits for the first 30 years were estimated to be US$ 64 million for flood
control and US$ 512 million for hydropower generation. These estimates justified and made
possible the agreement. In retrospect, the gross benefits in terms of flood control and
hydropower were underestimated, as at that time engineers thought that dikes would be more
effective for flood control and the actual price of electricity was significantly higher over the
30-year period than predicted. At the same time, the costs of what have turned out to be
longstanding concerns about the social and environmental impacts of the dams were not
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considered so as to derive net benefit estimates.
Benefits of the Columbia River Treaty

Costs of the Columbia River Treaty

Flood control

Increased negative impact on fish

New power generation

Negative impacts to wildlife and the loss
of important wetlands

Increased efficiency in existing power
generation
Increased integration and coordination of
water management

Displacement of people
Flooding of productive valley floor
Increased sense of marginalization of local
communities and indigenous peoples

_______________
Source: Richard K. Paisley, University of British Columbia, Institute of Asian Research, case study
on the Columbia River Treaty, prepared for the Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014.
Available from www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html#/.

Box 16
Economic benefits in the Senegal River Basin
In the Senegal River Basin, the three countries of Mali, Mauritania and Senegal, through the
Senegal River Basin Development Authority, developed a clear methodology and framework
to first quantify and then allocate the benefits and costs of multipurpose investments across
the entire basin. The Manantali Dam, for example, which is located entirely inside western
Mali, was constructed by the Development Authority in the 1980s for hydropower, irrigation
and navigation benefits to be distributed across all three countries. The scale of benefits
derived and the perceived fairness of the benefit-sharing arrangement, together with the
political ideal of solidarity between the three countries, have sustained substantive
cooperation and a strong river basin organization on the Senegal River.
_______________
Source: Winston Yu, “Benefit Sharing in International Rivers: Findings from the Senegal River
Basin, the Columbia River Basin, and the Lesotho Highlands Water Project”, World Bank AFTWR
Working Paper 1, 2008 Available from documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2008/11/10019058/benefitsharing-international-rivers-findings-senegal-river-basin-columbia-river-basin-lesotho-highlands-waterproject.

2.

Assessing social and environmental benefits
87.
Table 5 provides an overview of what policymakers can expect in terms of
assessment for the different sub-types of social and environmental benefits discussed in
chapter 3. Generally, there is less scope to quantify and attach monetary values to social
and environmental benefits than economic benefits, but more so than to other benefits of
transboundary water cooperation. However, monetary values will be more contested for
social and environmental benefits, and thus it should be considered whether the process of
quantifying and monetizing such benefits adds value to the transboundary water
cooperation policy process before carrying it out.
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Table 5
Assessing social and environmental benefits: options and methodological approaches
Sub-type of benefits

Assessment options

Comments on methodological approaches

Health benefits
(morbidity and
mortality effects)

Quantification
generally
possible

Benefits can sometimes be quantified, using
dose-response function approaches. It may also
be possible to provide a monetary value on the
averted loss of human life and illnesses (using
value-of-a-statistical-life approaches), but this is
not recommended unless the countries involved
already use those approaches to value public
policies and investments.

Monetary
valuation
sometimes
possible
Employment and
anti-poverty benefits

Quantification
generally
possible
Monetary
valuation rarely
possible

Improved access to
services (water
supply, electricity)

Quantification
generally
possible
Monetary
valuation
sometimes
possible
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The number of jobs created and the number of
people lifted out of poverty can in principle be
quantified. An approach to provide a monetary
value is to estimate the cost of alternative
measures that would generate the same benefits.

The number of beneficiaries can generally be
quantified. The health impacts are included
under the health benefits sub-type. Monetary
values can be attached to convenience and other
benefits by valuing time savings and eliciting
willingness to pay (through survey- based
methods, such as contingent valuation or
conjoint analysis).

Improved satisfaction
due to preservation of
cultural resources or
access to recreational
opportunities

Quantification
and monetary
valuation
sometimes
possible

The number of beneficiaries of recreational
opportunities can generally be quantified.
Monetary values can sometimes be attached
through non-market valuation methods (such as
the travel-cost method or contingent valuation).
While in theory some of those non-market
valuation methods can be used to elicit
monetary values for the preservation of cultural
resources, this can be contested and is thus not
recommended.

Environmental
benefits (avoided
habitat degradation
and biodiversity loss)

Quantification
and monetary
valuation
sometimes
possible

The total economic value framework
distinguishes use and non-use values of
environmental preservation. Use values (such as
flood control or recreational opportunities) are
captured under other sub-types of benefits. Nonuse values can be elicited through some nonmarket valuation methodologies, such as
contingent valuation. Those monetary values,
however, are sometimes contested by some
stakeholders.
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Box 17
Assessing the economic, social and environmental benefits in the
Okavango Basin
In order to inform decision making in the Cubango-Okavango River system,
member States of the Permanent Okavango River Basin Water Commission
needed to have a common understanding of trends and issues in the basin to be
able to ascertain joint development opportunities. An integrated flow assessment
methodology was used to support the development of alternative scenarios that
would have associated different economic, social and environmental impacts.
Economic valuation of ecosystem services was used to assign a monetary value to
some of those impacts. The scenarios have helped decision makers to define an
“acceptable” development space.

The Integrated Basin Flow Assessment process
Macro-economic
assessment

FOR ANY SCENARIO
Simulated
daily flows

Hydrological model
Ecologically relevant flow categories
Geomorphic
change
(channel,
sediments,
bank erosion,
deep pools)

Hydraulic change
(depths, velocities,
floodplain
inundation)

Water
quality
change

Social and resource
economic impact

Social
(incomes,
wellbeing)

Ecosystem impact

Biotic
response
(vegetation,
fish, other)

TRIPLE BOTTOM LINE

The DST

How scenarios help define the Development Space
Acceptable change

?

?

?

?

Unacceptable change

?

?

?

?

Flow modification

Ecosystem integrity

Development
Development
space
space

Present day
level of development

Agreed trade-off point and its River Condition
Level of basin development

_______________
Source: Ebenizário Chonguica and Tracy Molefi, Permanent Okavango River Basin
Water Commission, case study on the Cubango-Okavango River Basin, prepared for the
Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014. Available from
http://www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html.
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3.

Assessing regional economic cooperation benefits
88.
Assessing the regional economic cooperation benefits generated by transboundary
cooperation will generally rely on qualitative assessments. This is largely due to the
difficulty in attributing changes in trade or investments between countries to transboundary
water cooperation. However, it will be possible to quantify some benefits — for example,
the expansion of regional energy infrastructure networks facilitated by hydropower
developments in transboundary basins.
89.
Some considerations to be taken into account when approaching the assessment of
regional economic cooperation benefits include the trend towards sub-basin agreements, the
fact that these types of benefits will not be equally important in all basins, the framing of
the outcomes of cooperation (moving away from water allocation, which is perceived as a
zero-sum game) and the opportunities to carry out these assessments as part of a nexus
assessment.
90.
The assessment of regional economic cooperation benefits should look at
interdependencies in economic sectors, as well as opportunities to develop a regional water
investment plan and mobilize investments for other types of regional infrastructure.

Box 18
The regional economic cooperation benefits of the Rusumo Falls Hydro
Electric Project
With access rates below 20 per cent (and as low as 10 per cent in the case of
Burundi), a combined 10.3 million households lack access to electricity in
Burundi, Rwanda and Tanzania. To exploit their shared hydropower potential, the
three countries have long aimed to develop the hydropower potential of the
Rusumo Falls. Originally established in 1976 by the Kagera Basin Organization
(which stopped working in 1994), the Rusumo Falls Hydro Electric Project was
successfully relaunched in 2005, with funding from the International Development
Association. The project includes the construction of an 80-megawatt hydropower
generation plant as well as almost 380 kilometres of transmission lines and
corresponding substations to bring electricity to the three countries. One
innovation of this project is that Burundi (the poorest country) will not contribute
financially to the project but will nevertheless receive electricity in exchange for
agreeing to the project’s development. The project is generating a number of
benefits, some of them of national scope (access to electricity, local socioeconomic
development), but also increased regional economic interdependence through the
development of transnational power lines.

42

ECE/MP.WAT/WG.1/2015/4

_______________
Source: Fred Mwango, Intergovernmental Authority on Development, case study on the
Rusumo Falls Hydro Electric project, prepared for the workshop, “Beyond Water: Regional
economic integration and geopolitical benefits of transboundary water cooperation”,
Tallinn, January 2015. Available from http://www.unece.org/index.php?id=37301#/. Map
provided by the Nile Equatorial Lakes Subsidiary Action Program, Coordination Unit.

4.

Assessing peace and security benefits
91.
The context for assessing the peace and security benefits of transboundary water
cooperation is evolving rapidly. There is increasing awareness and interest among the
foreign policy community of the opportunities and risks related to the management of
transboundary waters. However, peace and security objectives for transboundary water
cooperation still rank low in many basins, where sovereignty concerns can remain a major
obstacle to the promotion of transboundary water cooperation by foreign policy officials.
This perception (too much effort for too little gain) can result in limited political efforts.
92.
Thus, in a transboundary water cooperation benefit assessment exercise, peace and
security benefits should be discussed but not overemphasized. There are currently no robust
methodologies to guide foreign policy officials in the identification and prioritization of
transboundary basins on which they should focus their efforts, given the opportunities and
risks that the situation in those basins may provide to increasing peace and security at a
broader level.
93.
In assessing peace and security benefits, the focus should be on qualitative
measures. It may be possible to develop a “traffic-lights” indicators framework to identify
basin stability by assigning traffic-light values to different steps of building up
transboundary water cooperation (such as study tours, a common knowledge base, data
sharing, joint monitoring, institution building, etc.) — for both the short and the long term.
This could help to suggest the potential for peace and security benefits from transboundary
water cooperation. Efforts to provide monetary valuations or even quantification should
generally be avoided and analytical resources focused on other types of benefits.
94.
A qualitative assessment of peace and security benefits should highlight the crosslinks to other policy benefits, both domestic and foreign. It should include a discussion of
the contribution of transboundary water cooperation to peace, security and stability through
confidence-building and conflict prevention measures — such as keeping dialogue avenues
open, interventions in small conflicting basins and building basin citizenship. The
assessment should further examine how transboundary water cooperation can help to
achieve closely related objectives, such as the implementation of the human rights to water
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and sanitation, and should also provide an analysis of how cooperation can help to manage
other risks, such as climate change.
95.
An option for carrying out a qualitative assessment of peace and security benefits is
to adopt a two-step approach. The first step is to gather a factual information base, focusing
on physical variables of water resources and their impacts, in terms of challenges and
opportunities, on economic sectors and other policy objectives. If an integrated assessment
of benefits is being carried out, this step should not take much effort as it can make use of
the results of the assessment of economic, social and environmental benefits. As a second
step, an “expert group assessment” is undertaken to assess the peace and security benefits,
using the factual information base as a starting point. This expert group assessment can take
two alternative forms: an open forum or a closed-door meeting. The involvement of an
external facilitator (United Nations advisers, think tank, etc.) could facilitate the process.

V. Communicating the benefits of transboundary
water cooperation
A.
1.

How to approach the communication of transboundary water
cooperation benefits
Identify at the start of the benefit assessment exercise how the results will be fed into
the transboundary water cooperation policy process
96.
When starting a benefit assessment exercise, it is important to consider how the
results will be communicated. Communication efforts are also essential to ensure that the
benefit assessment exercise effectively supports the policy process. Poorly planned or
executed communication efforts are likely to be counterproductive and damage the
transboundary water cooperation process by increasing transaction costs and decreasing
ambitions. In developing a communications approach, however simple, it will be necessary
to understand how the results of the benefit assessment will be fed into the policy process.
This may need to start by identifying the opportunities to influence the policy process
through the types of information that can be generated by a benefit assessment — which
will lead to the definition of the intended purpose and how to achieve it.

2.

Define how the results of the benefit assessment exercise will be used to support the
transboundary water cooperation policy process
97.
The needs of the transboundary water cooperation policy process will determine the
type and level of efforts needed to communicate the results of the transboundary water
cooperation benefit assessment. The assessment can support the policy process in multiple
ways: it can establish a credible and commonly accepted baseline; it can provide commonly
accepted estimates of benefits that can be generated under different cooperation scenarios;
it can inform the design of incentive and deal-making schemes; it can contribute to
monitoring the generation of benefits; and it can inform the need to redesign the
institutional setting or scope of cooperation. Each of those possible uses of the results of a
transboundary water cooperation benefit assessment will require different communication
efforts. A stakeholder analysis will help to identify the potential target audiences, given the
intended use of the results.

3.

Include the communication of benefits in the communications plan
98.
In many cases, transboundary water cooperation processes will include a
communications plan. A strategy for communicating the results of a transboundary water
cooperation benefit assessment should be carefully included in that communications plan.
This will include issues such as who are the target audiences, what content needs to be
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developed for those specific target audiences (key messages and required supporting
information), who will deliver the messages, how the messages will be delivered
(communication products), and when the messages will be delivered. Effective
communication efforts will require financial resources; in some settings, these may be
provided by international organizations and the donor community.
4.

Think of communication efforts as part of a communications cycle
99.
Transboundary water cooperation is a cyclical process that goes through (not always
well defined) analytical, negotiation and implementation phases. Benefit assessment is also
a cyclical process that goes through identification, assessment and communication phases.
It is important to understand communication as a dialogue (and not a unidirectional
communication channel): reactions to the presentation of the benefit assessment findings
are an important source of information to further feed the process. Communication efforts
should therefore be conceived as part of a communication cycle that will evolve to support
the needs of the cyclical policy process and the accompanying benefit assessment cycle,
rather than as a battery of efforts at the end of a linear process of benefit assessment.

5.

Communicate the benefits of the overall programme of cooperation
100. Communicating the benefits of transboundary water cooperation includes
communication of the benefits from the improved management of both surface and
groundwaters, benefits related to water quantity and quality and benefits generated at the
basin and beyond the basin scale, as well as the evolution of benefits over time (short term,
long term).

6.

Take into account that upstream and downstream countries may have
different perspectives
101. In communicating benefits, it should also be taken into account that upstream and
downstream countries often have different perspectives. For example, upstream countries
may be more focused on minimizing risks and downstream countries may be more focused
on maximizing benefits. It is therefore important to take into account the audience when
developing the messages, but also to pay specific attention to the wording of the messages
(not a “winner and loser” scheme but a “win-win” situation if considering benefits beyond
water; no “asymmetry” but possible “deal making”; “multiplier effect” instead of “tradeoffs”, etc.).
Box 19
The impact of communication on cooperation outcomes in the MurrayDarling Basin
The Murray-Darling Basin spans over 1.06 million square kilometres (km2) across
four states and one territory in Australia. Transboundary water cooperation in the
basin goes back to 1915. Since 2000, the federal Government has assumed an
increasingly active role to ensure state collaboration and coordination. It
introduced the Water Act in 2007, created the Murray-Darling Basin Authority
(MDBA), and implemented the “Water for the Future” policy (with $A 12.9 billion
allocated over 10 years to fund water reallocation). One of the goals of the new
independent MDBA was to establish an independent, basin-wide plan for water
sustainability. In 2010, the MDBA released a guide to the Basin Plan that called
for environmental water holdings to be increased by 3,000–4,000 gigalitres
annually, which represented an average reduction in current watercourse diversions
of 27 to 37 per cent. The MDBA wanted the release of the Guide to be the first
time that sustainability diversion limits were proposed, and kept its content secret,
with no communication or consultation with other water management authorities
(state or federal). In the run-up to the Guide’s release there was great speculation
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about its content, with lots of rumours spreading fear. The MDBA released the
Guide and supporting materials on their website with an immediate impact on the
national news. It had the misfortune to happen at a time that many irrigation
regions were suffering from flooding. The lack of knowledge about water products
by journalists led to inaccurate media coverage.
After releasing the Guide, the MDBA started touring regional towns in the
Murray-Darling Basin, meeting irrigators, answering questions and handing out
copies of the Guide and supporting material. The MDBA started the tour in the
town of Griffith, one of the areas that stood to suffer the most from reallocation,
where angry farmers started a fire and burned copies of the Guide. This became the
public image of the Guide and how irrigators felt about the water policy. Irrigators
did not accept economic modelling studies (usually based on computable general
equilibrium models), which modelled impacts on future jobs and agricultural
production, and non-use values of environmental benefits were disputed.
Community consultations were dominated by loud and angry farmers and more
disruptive actions. This led to a federal inquiry, the resignation of the head of the
MDBA, new programmes to support rural areas, additional expenditure on
irrigation infrastructure to recover water and, finally, a substantial reduction in the
targets for environmental holdings in the final Basin Plan. Huge transactions costs,
in consultancies and extensive community consultation, were also incurred.
_______________
Source: Sarah A. Wheeler, University of South Australia, case study on the MurrayDarling Basin, prepared for the Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014.
Available from http://www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html.

B.
1.

Communicating with different audiences
Audiences
102. There are several intended audiences for the communication efforts of a benefit
assessment exercise, including national decision makers in the foreign policy, public
finance and economic policy communities, the national water community in each country,
local basin stakeholders (municipalities, businesses and the local populations) and the
general public. Each intended audience will require different types of information and the
use of different communication mechanisms.

2.

Purpose
103. The results of a benefit assessment exercise can be used for raising awareness (from
national decision makers to the general public), for policy development (involving not just
decision makers at the national level, but also stakeholders at the basin level) and for
negotiation and deal making (which mainly involves national decision makers both in the
water sector and outside). Whatever the purpose, it is important to use the results to clarify
basic concepts, illustrating the trade-offs of the with/without cooperation alternatives:
(a)
Awareness-raising. Many stakeholders may not know what the benefits of
strengthened cooperation will be, both in general and for themselves in particular.
Communicating those benefits will help to gather support for the process of cooperation;
(b)
Policy development. Policy development is not merely a function of
evidence: timely evidence presented in the right way can greatly support policy
development. Within an established transboundary policy dialogue, evidence will need to
be supplied at different stages. At each stage, the type of evidence communicated to
policymakers and its level of detail will have to vary. Some stakeholders, such as local
governments or civil society organizations, may be keen supporters of the process of
cooperation, but they will need the right type of information to try to influence domestic
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decision-making. In order to keep alive the political will, continual communication of the
benefits at a high governmental level is essential;
(c)
Negotiation and deal making. Moving towards advanced forms of
cooperation will require more detailed and robust information.
Box 20
Danube Day: a basin-wide communication effort
Danube Day is a celebration of healthy rivers, held annually on 29 June. Since
Danube Day was celebrated for the first time in 2004, it has grown into the biggest
river festival in the world. Some 350 events are organized in 14 countries of the
Danube River Basin, drawing support from more than 900 organizations or
individuals, including public bodies, civil society and corporate actors. The target
audiences are mainly families, children and young people that are engaged with the
rivers through a mix of recreational activities and environmental education
measures. Danube Day has a positive message: hard work and cooperation has
helped to improve water quality since the 1990s, making rivers more enjoyable for
everybody. Thereby, Danube Day creates opportunities for governments and
administrations to showcase their success in protecting and conserving water and
aquatic ecosystems. Since its launch, Danube Day has drawn considerable
financial support from the beverage industry for both basin-wide international and
national or local activities. Involving tens of thousands of participants throughout
the basin, Danube Day fosters a connection between people and their rivers and
raises awareness of the transboundary nature of the rivers.
_______________
Source: Benedikt Mandl, ICPDR, personal communication, 2014.

Box 21
Long term communication efforts — from awareness-raising to cooperation
development in the Prespa Park Basin
The Prespa Basin is a relatively small basin (1,519 km2) shared by Albania, Greece
and the former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia. A comprehensive assessment of
the potential benefits of transboundary water cooperation was undertaken in the
early 2000s, at the very early stages of cooperation, with the involvement of three
environmental non-governmental organizations participating in the Prespa Park
governance scheme, World Wide Fund for Nature-Greece (WWF Greece) and
national and international experts. Environmental and social benefits identified
included improved water quality (through improved agricultural practices and
wastewater management systems), maintaining river health (by avoiding new
diversion works), improved satisfaction of local communities (through on-theground activities and the pride generated by greater international recognition) and a
stronger civil society (through active participation in sustainable development
activities). The assessment also identified a number of regional economic
cooperation benefits at the local scale: from the convergence of views at the
transboundary municipal level, to transboundary cooperation at sector level that
included water, fisheries, spatial planning and veterinary and firefighting services.
These benefits were systematically communicated to diverse stakeholders at all
levels over the years of institutional cooperation in the region. It catalysed the
formation of policies and the formalization of the cross-border cooperation,
including the signing of a binding Agreement on the Protection and Sustainable
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Development of the Prespa Park by the three littoral States and the European
Commission in 2010 and the signing of trilateral agreements expressing
convergence of will at the municipal level (Mayors of the region).
_______________
Source: Daphne Mantziou, Society for the Protection of Prespa, Case study on the Prespa
Park Basin, prepared for the Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014. Available
from www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html#/.

3.

Tactics
104. Communication efforts should focus on moving from perception to facts. To that
end, it is necessary to understand the audiences. Successful tactics include relating the
benefits of transboundary water cooperation to national priorities and programmes,
packaging benefits and paying attention to timing (e.g., upcoming elections).

4.

Messages
105. The messages should be meaningful for the intended audiences. They should be
simple and fact-based, focusing on topics that stakeholders can relate to. Depending on the
stage of the transboundary water cooperation policy process, the messages will be only
forward-looking (leading to cooperation) or may be backward-looking as well (building on
the results already achieved). Attention should be paid to the framing of the messages. For
example, for some audiences it may be more compelling to communicate the avoided losses
and risks and the costs of inaction rather than the new gains. Messages should be aligned to
the political context. They should aim to develop success stories.

5.

Mechanisms
106. There are multiple mechanisms that can be used to communicate with the different
audiences. The selection of mechanisms will depend on the intended audience and the
intended purpose. Table 6 maps out some of the possible mechanisms to be used.
Table 6
Examples of mechanisms to communicate the benefits of transboundary
water cooperation
Target audience

Awareness-raising

National decision Policy briefs
makers
(ministries of
foreign affairs,
economic
development and
finance)
National water
community
(ministries of
environment or
water, basin
organizations,
large water users/
beneficiaries)
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Policy development

Negotiation and deal making

Trusted persons
and think tanks

Joint analytical reports
Independent panel of experts

Analytical reports
making the
economic case

Policy briefs

Platforms of joint Joint analytical reports
bodies
Joint multiIndependent panel of experts
language website Process of
Platforms of joint preparation of
basin plans
bodies
Study tours

Study tours and
workshops
(tailored to
stakeholders and
themes)
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Target audience

Awareness-raising

Policy development

Local
stakeholders and
general public
(local
governments,
local
communities,
local water users/
beneficiaries)

Articles and opTrusted grasseds in mass media roots
organizations
Training of

Negotiation and deal making

Public consultation
mechanisms

journalists and
teachers
Joint multilanguage websites
Basin day events

Box 22
Communication efforts in the Okavango basin — different communication
products for different audiences
In 1994 the Governments of Angola, Botswana and Namibia established the
Permanent Okavango River Basin Commission (OKACOM). After a period of
infancy that lasted over a decade, OKACOM focused on the development of a
Transboundary Diagnostic Analysis (TDA) and a Strategic Action Programme
(SAP). The TDA used an integrated flow assessment to support the development
of different scenarios, which in turn helped to define a development space.
OKACOM paid particular attention to the communication of the results from the
TDA. It took care to develop different communication products aimed at different
target audiences. For policymakers, it developed policy briefs. For experts
(including basin technocrats, academics and the private sector), it produced a
consolidated technical TDA report, as well as over 70 technical specialist reports
made available through the OKACOM website. For youth and students, it
produced the River Cousins Comic Book. For the international community of river
scientists, it took part in the 2012 International Riverprize competition. For nonspecialist audiences, the results of the “what if” scenario analysis were presented in
simple and pragmatic language, using spatial visualization and infographic
techniques to make it easier for the target audiences to grasp its meaning. All these
efforts were guided by a communications strategy.
_______________
Source: Ebenizário Chonguica and Tracy Molefi, Permanent Okavango River Basin
Water Commission, case study on the Cubango-Okavango River Basin, prepared for the
Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014. Available from
http://www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html.

Box 23
Communication efforts in the Teesta Basin: from the general public to highlevel Government representatives
The Strategic Foresight Group developed an analysis of the opportunities for and
benefits of increasing cooperation between Bangladesh and India in the Teesta
Basin. Communication efforts to disseminate the results of the analysis targeted
both high-level political representatives and the public at large. The final report
was presented to the offices of the Prime Ministers of both Bangladesh and India,
as well as to the National Security Adviser of the Prime Minister of India, the
Chief Foreign Policy Adviser to the Prime Minister of Bangladesh, members of
parliament of both countries and all major political parties. Efforts to reach the

49

ECE/MP.WAT/WG.1/2015/4

public at large focused on the media — hundreds of related articles were published
in the mainstream media and op-ed pieces were published simultaneously in both
countries to mobilize public opinion. But in order to reach political representatives,
it was key to promote their involvement in the development of the analysis. These
efforts helped to create a sense of ownership across the political aisle that should
facilitate the signing of the treaty, as well as further steps in transboundary water
cooperation.
_______________
Source: Anumita Raj, Strategic Foresight Group, Case study on the Teesta River Basin,
prepared for the Counting our Gains workshop, Geneva, May 2014. Available from
www.unece.org/env/water/workshop_benefits_cooperation_2014.html#/
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