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◊ Situated in one of the most water-scarce regions of the 
world, the Arab countries face immense water challenges 
resulting from limited availability of water resources and 
their continuous deterioration, on one hand, and escalating 
water demands due to rapid population growth and economic 
activities on the other. This condition is exacerbated by 
frequent drought cycles, low water efficiency and the 
unresolved issue of shared water resources. It is furthermore 
expected to be compounded by the future impacts of climate 
change.

◊ In the past decade, the Arab region has witnessed the 
emergence of regional and sub-regional governance 
frameworks, coordination and strategic initiatives to address 
these immense multi-dimensional water challenges. The 
establishment of the Arab Ministerial Water Council (AMWC) 
under the League of Arab States (LAS) in 2008 reflected a 
unified political will and Arab solidarity to promote discussion 
on water challenges at the regional level and to elevate water 
issues from the technical to the political level. Moreover, the 
AMWC’s launching of the Arab Water Security Strategy 2010-
2030, represented a major milestone in the long and intricate 
path for coping with the developmental, economic, political 
and institutional aspects of effective water management.

◊ The establishment of the AMWC and the development 
of the AMWC’s Arab Water Security Strategy and its action 
plan, which was endorsed by the heads of the Arab states 
in 2016, both represent ideal means of cooperation and 
areas of regional cooperation, respectively. A concerted and 
well-coordinated implementation of the action plan would 
significantly improve the sustainability of the water sector 
in the region. However, institutional, financial and political 
constraints will first need to be addressed and resolved. 

◊ The implementation of the Arab Water Security Strategy 
requires the establishment of a soft coordination mechanism 
under the AMWC dedicated to developing regional and sub-
regional projects on topics of common interest and priority. 
The funding of these projects would come from countries and 
be supported by Arab and Islamic funding agencies. Moreover, 
a financial strategy for resource mobilisation to support the 
strategy implementation would need to be formulated.

◊ To meet the water challenges, cooperation among the Arab 
countries will need to focus on two areas: 

o The first relates to strengthening national capacities 
to achieve efficient and sustainable management 
of their water resources. Areas of cooperation in 
capacity building include provision of water supply 
and sanitation, efficiency in water supply and use, 
wastewater treatment and reuse, groundwater 
protection, awareness raising, financial sustainability 
and environmental protection. In addition to the 
exchange of experiences between countries, financial 
aid, especially for the lower-income countries, will also 
be crucial, which could be provided by the development 
funding agencies in the Arab region.  

o The second relates to achieving regional strategic 
objectives, such as food security, localising desali-
nation and water treatment technologies, and 
managing shared water resources. These would 
require stronger cooperation and joint initiatives 
between the Arab countries. 

◊ Regarding these strategic objectives:
o Regional food security can be achieved through 

regional agricultural investments where Arab countries 
would combine their comparative advantages in land, 
water, human resources and financial resources in 
mega agricultural projects using advanced agricultural 
techniques and supported by extensive research and 
development (R&D) in food production. 

o Localising desalination and water treatment technolo-
gies, in turn, will require Arab countries to formulate 
an aggressive investment strategy to establish an 
industrial base for desalination and water treatment 
technologies. 

o Making progress on managing shared water resources, 
the Arab countries will have to formulate and 
implement a water diplomacy strategy to overcome the 
existing water conflicts and to promote a framework of 
cooperation between Arab states and non-Arab states.
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The Issue
The Arab region is among the world’s most water scarce 
regions. Water scarcity continues to increase due to 
limited renewable freshwater resources and shrinkage 
of available water resources resulting from their 
over-exploitation and quality deterioration as well as 
population growth and lack of funds to finance water 
infrastructure. Moreover, scarcity is being compounded 
by the increasing frequency of drought cycles and 
low water efficiency on both the supply and demand 
sides. Water scarcity in the region is also expected 
to be exacerbated by the impacts of climate change 
in increasing demands and reducing available water 
resources.

Another major challenge facing many Arab countries 
relates to the management of shared water resources: 
more than half of the total renewable water resources in 
the Arab region originates from outside the region, with 
no signed conventions on their sharing and management. 
This issue represents a major concern that threatens 
regional stability, food security and water resources 
planning. Furthermore, some Arab countries are being 
deprived of their water resources by occupying powers, 
which limits their socio-economic development.

In the face of these immense challenges, a number of 
regional and sub-regional cooperation frameworks 
and strategic initiatives have emerged. These include 
the Arab Ministerial Water Council (AMWC) under the 
League of Arab States (LAS) and the Arab Water Security 
Strategy 2010-2030, along with its action plan, which 
lay out a common set of initiatives aimed at confronting 
the water challenges to enhance regional water security. 
A concerted and well-coordinated implementation 
of this action plan would significantly improve the 
sustainability of the water sector in the region, however, 
institutional, financial and political constraints will first 
need to be addressed and resolved.

This EDA Insight presents and analyses the existing 
regional water governance framework and current 
regional cooperation initiatives aimed at tackling the 
region’s immense water challenges. It provides a number 
of recommendations to enhance regional cooperation 
among the Arab countries to achieve sustainable water 
management and ultimately to serve and support 
sustainable development in the region.

Reversing Water Scarcity – A Multi-
faceted Management Challenge 
Most of the Arab region lies in the arid and semi-arid 
zone. With the exception of some areas, the majority 
of the region is characterised by low and variable 
precipitation, high evaporation rates and frequent 
and increasing drought cycles, all contributing to low 
reliability and availability of water resources.

Rapid population growth has resulted in continuous 
decline in per capita freshwater share, reaching 
the water poverty line of 1,000 m3/capita/yeari in 
many countries, compared to a world average of  
7,525 m3/capita/year. In 2015, 17 Arab countries were 
below the scarcity limit (1000 m3/cap/y) and 13 countries 
were below the severe water scarcity limit (500 m3/
cap/y).1 It is expected that by 2030 only Iraq, Comoros, 
Mauritania and possibly Sudan could be above the water 
poverty line of 1,000 m3/capita/year.2 Moreover, it is 
expected that climate change will reduce the availability 
of water resources in many parts of the Arab region.3

These water scarcity conditions are aggravated by the 
fact that more than half of the region’s renewable water 
resources originates from outside the Arab region4 

without signed conventions and agreements regarding 
their sharing and management. Almost every Arab 
country shares rivers or aquifers with neighbouring 
countries.5 The major shared rivers include the Nile, 
Senegal, Tigris and Euphrates, in addition to many 
smaller rivers shared between Arab countries, such as 
the Medjerda, Jordan and Orontes.

Furthermore, some Arab countries’ water resources 
are controlled by occupying powers, such as the State 
of Palestine, Syrian Golan Heights, and south Lebanon, 
creating a forced military water scarcity, which is 
constraining the socio-economic development of the 
population of these countries. Hence, shared waters 
have a political dimension, and water also functions as 
a ‘threat multiplier’ exacerbating existing tensions and 
instability.

In meeting the escalating water demand, the region 
depends on conventional water resources (surface 
water and groundwater) and nonconventional water 
sources (desalinated water, treated wastewater, 
agricultural drainage water, and water harvesting by 

2

i  Water scarcity (and sometimes referred to as water poverty) occurs ‘when the annual per capita water supply of a country is less than 1700 m3. 
Below this level a country would be suffering from water stress, as water shortages become more pervasive. Below 1000 m3/capita a country 
would be facing water scarcity where water shortages threaten economic development and human health and well-being. Below 500 m3/capita, 
a country faces absolute water scarcity and water becomes a major constraint for development affecting the standard of living, health, and the 
environment’. Falkenmark, M. 1989. ‘The massive water scarcity now threatening Africa – Why isn’t it being addressed?’ Ambio, 18 (2): 112–118.

https://www.scopus.com/record/display.uri?eid=2-s2.0-0024572596&origin=inward8
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dams). In general, the Mashreq and Nile Valley countries 
rely on surface water more than groundwater, while the 
Arabian Peninsula and Maghreb countries rely more on 
renewable and non-renewable groundwater. However, 
groundwater utilisation and reliance has been emerging 
and is on the rise in the Mashreq countries due to 
reduced flow from shared rivers and increasing water 
demand.

All Arab countries are increasingly using treated 
wastewater, and desalinated water volumes are 
dramatically increasing in the Gulf Cooperation Council 
(GCC) countries to meet growing domestic/drinking 
water demands, in addition to some countries in North 
Africa. The region’s overall reliance on water resources in 
2015 is illustrated in Figure 1. The main water consuming 
sector in the region is the agricultural sector, followed 
by the municipal and industrial sectors (see Figure 2).

Arab countries are facing many issues and challenges in 
the management of their water resources, of which the 
most pressing can be summarised as follows:

Rapid depletion of groundwater resources: Most 
Arab countries draw heavily on renewable and non-
renewable groundwater resources to meet their rising 
water demand, particularly for irrigation and domestic 
consumption, leading to their over-exploitation 
and quality deterioration, and reducing their future 
availability.6

Desalination remains an imported technology: 
While the Arab region leads the world in desalination, 
possessing more than 55% of the world’s desalination 
capacity,7 the region devotes little R&D to these 
technologies, which remain imported. In addition, the 
desalination industry contributes very limited benefit 
to the economies of the Arab countries in fabricating 
equipment, refurbishing plants, localising operations 
and maintenance, manufacturing key spare parts and 
training local labour.8 

Wastewater, a major lost opportunity: While gener-
ated wastewater volumes have been increasing in the 
Arab region due to escalating urban water consumption, 
treated wastewater and reuse volumes are not 
increasing at the same rates and are lagging far behind 
those generated,9 which is considered a major lost 
opportunity under the prevailing scarcity conditions of 
the region. 

Inefficient municipal water supply and utilisation: 
Rapid urbanisation rates have been associated with an 
increase in domestic water demand, which constitutes 
a major issue for almost all Arab countries, especially 
those with tight budget constraints. In addition to 
population and urbanisation growth rates, these 
demands have been exaggerated in many countries by 
the rise in per capita consumption (see Figure 3) and 
losses in the supply network. It is worth mentioning 
that there is a general direct relation between per capita 

3

Figure 1. Water Resources Utilisation in the Arab 
Region, 2015 

Figure 2. Water Uses in the Arab Region in 2015 

Data source: CEDARE/LAS/AWC 2019. Data source: CEDARE/LAS/AWC 2019.

ii  Irrigation efficiency (IE) is an indicator used widely in agriculture to measure the performance of the irrigation system in terms of water use. 
It is the percentage of the amount the crops need compared to the amount actually applied. For example, an IE of 30% means that 70% of the 
water is wasted – in other words, as the IE goes down the wastage increases. A 70% IE is considered ‘good practice’.
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municipal water consumption and the per capita income 
level of the countries, as shown in Figure 3.

Low irrigation efficiencies: Agricultural water con-
sumption has also been increasing with time driven by 
national agricultural development and food policies. 
However, the sector’s consumption is magnified by 
many factors, the most important of which are directly 

related to water use efficiency; some studies estimate 
irrigation efficiencies in the Arab region at a very low 
range of 30-40%.10 ii

Meeting the SDGs: The majority of the Arab countries 
require major improvement to achieve the targets of 
the water-related SDG number 6, on clean water and 
sanitation (see Figure 4 and Box 1 on the next page). 
In general, in the past 15 years there has been a major 
focus on the first two targets, which are related to 
the provision of drinking water supply and sanitation 
services and which were the two water-related targets 
of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs, 2000–
2015). However, this trend has been deteriorating in 
the Mashreq region and Yemen due to many factors, 
including occupation, conflicts and instability, water 
shortages, inadequate water management, lack of 
financial resources and insufficient investment.11

In 2016, the proportion of population with access to 
safe drinking water in the region has reached about 
90%, which is almost equal to the global average of 
about 91% that year, while for sanitation this figure has 
reached 85% of the population, well above the global 
average of 67.5%. However, a disparity between urban 
and rural areas exists in these overall numbers. In 2015, 
the percentage of urban population with access to safe 
drinking water in the Arab region was 90%, while that 
for rural was at 84%, and for sanitation services it was 
97% for urban compared to 73% for rural.12

4

Figure 3. Per Capita Domestic Water Consumption in 
the Arab Countries (2015) and GDP Per Capita (2019)

Data sources: Data source for per capita municipal water 
consumption: CEDARE/LAS/AWC 2019; GDP per capita: IMF, World 
Economic Outlook 2019, estimates (current prices).

Figure 4. Status of Progress Achieved towards Implementing SDG 6 in the Arab Region; 
numbers indicate the number of countries in each category

Data source: ESCWA. 2019. ESCWA Water Development Report 8: The Water-Related Sustainable Development Goals in the Arab Region. 
Beirut (forthcoming).

https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPDPC@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD/BHR/IRQ
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPDPC@WEO/OEMDC/ADVEC/WEOWORLD/BHR/IRQ
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Box 1. Sustainable Development Goal 6 

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development includes a dedicated goal on water and sanitation (SDG 6) that 
sets out to ‘ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all’. SDG 6 comprises six 
‘outcome’ targets and two ‘means of implementation’ targets, and their progress is measured according to eleven 
indicators. SDG 6 expands the MDGs’ (2000–2015) focus on drinking water and sanitation to cover the entire 
water cycle, including the management of water, wastewater and ecosystem resources. Water plays a particular 
role in the 2030 Agenda due to its centrality to the three dimensions of society, economy and environment, which 
intersect all SDGs. Therefore, progress towards achieving SDG 6 targets is indispensable for the progress of the 
other SDGs and vice-versa.

Targets and Indicators of SDG 6

Target Indicator
6.1 By 2030, achieve universal and equitable access to safe 
and affordable drinking water for all

6.1.1 Proportion of population using safely managed 
drinking water services

6.2 By 2030, achieve access to adequate and equitable 
sanitation and hygiene for all and end open defecation, 
paying special attention to the needs of women and girls 
and those in vulnerable situations

6.2.1a Proportion of population using safely managed 
sanitation services
6.2.1b Proportion of population using a handwashing 
facility with soap and water available

6.3 By 2030, improve water quality by reducing pollution, 
eliminating dumping and minimizing release of hazardous 
chemicals and materials, halving the proportion of 
untreated wastewater and substantially increasing recycling 
and safe reuse globally

6.3.1 Proportion of wastewater safely treated 
6.3.2 Proportion of bodies of water with good ambient 
water quality

6.4 By 2030, substantially increase water-use efficiency 
across all sectors and ensure sustainable withdrawals 
and supply of freshwater to address water scarcity and 
substantially reduce the number of people suffering from 
water scarcity

6.4.1 Change in water-use efficiency over time 
6.4.2 Level of water stress: freshwater withdrawal as a 
proportion of available freshwater resources

6.5 By 2030, implement integrated water resources 
management at all levels, including through transboundary 
cooperation as appropriate

6.5.1 Degree of integrated water resources management 
implementation (100–0) 
6.5.2 Proportion of transboundary basin area with an 
operational arrangement for water cooperation

6.6 By 2020, protect and restore water-related ecosystems, 
including mountains, forests, wetlands, rivers, aquifers and 
lakes

6.6.1 Change in the extent of water-related ecosystems over 
time

6.a By 2030, expand international cooperation and 
capacity-building support to developing countries in water- 
and sanitation-related activities and programs, including 
water harvesting, desalination, water efficiency, wastewater 
treatment, recycling and reuse technologies

6.a.1 Amount of water- and sanitation-related official 
development assistance that is part of a government-
coordinated spending plan

6.b Support and strengthen the participation of 
local communities in improving water and sanitation 
management

6.b.1 Proportion of local administrative units with 
established and operational policies and procedures for 
participation of local communities in water and sanitation 
management

Source: United Nations Sustainable Development Knowledge Platform, 2017.



Regional Water Governance

76

Status of Regional Governance 
Frameworks and Cooperation 
Governance and cooperation around water in the Arab 
region takes place under an established ministerial 
council supported by a number of UN and donor 
institutions and organisations. The current governance 
framework has produced a range of important initiatives 
which however are yet to be operationalised.

In addition, an Arab multi-stakeholder mechanism 
has been established to follow up and review the 
implementation of the 2030 Agenda in the Arab region, 
including its water-related SDGs. The mechanism 
provides a space for dialogue among the Arab counties 
and a unified Arab water position, perspective and 
priorities are made to influence the UN overall agenda. 
However, cooperation on managing shared water 
resources, especially between Arab and non-Arab 
countries, has been very weak, if not absent. 

Main Governance Institutions 
In the face of the immense multi-dimensional water 
sector challenges in the Arab region, the League 
of Arab States (LAS) established in 2009 the Arab 
Ministerial Water Council (AMWC), with the aim to 
boost cooperation efforts within a joint Arab strategy 
to combat water challenges and bolster water security 
(see Box 2). The establishment of a Ministerial Council 
can be seen as reflecting a unified regional political will 
to promote cooperation on water issues and challenges 
at the regional level and to integrate both the technical 
and political perspectives in decision making. 

The council meets every year and consists of the 
respective water ministers of the 22 LAS member states. 
The council has an Executive Bureau (EB), which meets 

annually and consists of a selected number of ministers 
(on rotation). The AMWC and the EB base their resolution 
on the work of the Scientific and Technical Advisory 
Committee that consists of technical representatives 
of the 22 member countries which meets before the 
meeting of the AMWC.

A Technical Secretariat (Department of Environment, 
Housing, Water, and Sustainable Development) supports 
the council in organizational procedures. Moreover, 
the Arab Center for the Studies of Arid Zones and Dry 
Lands (ACSAD) is the technical arm of the council. The 
AMWC partners consist of international and regional 
organisations, and civil society organisations, which are 
invited to attend the meetings as observers.

In 2012, the Arab Summit of the Heads of States endorsed 
the Arab Water Security Strategy to Meet the Challenges 
and Future Needs for Sustainable Development 2010-
2030. The Strategy identifies the joint Arab aspiration 
towards achieving sustainable development and 
represents a long-term guiding document. The Action 
plan of the Arab Water Security Strategy was endorsed 
by the Arab Summit of the Heads of States in 2016. 
The strategy aims primarily at achieving sustainable 
development that responds to future requirements, 
thereby achieving major goals in three strategic pillars:

1. Developmental and economic, related to pro-
viding water services for drinking, agriculture 
and sanitation, including financing, investments, 
technology transfer and the application of 
integrated management of water resources and the 
development of non-conventional water resources;

2. Political, especially that relating to protection of 
Arab rights in the occupied territories and shared 
waters with regional neighbours and strengthening 
cooperation between Arab states to manage 

Box 2. Objectives of the Arab Ministerial Water Council 

Article 3 of the Statute of the Arab Ministerial Council for Water (2009) states the objectives of the AMWC as:

The Council aims to develop cooperation and coordination of efforts among the Arab countries in order to develop 
an Arab strategy and action plan to confront the water challenges and enhance water security, as a framework for 
programs and activities in all water fields, especially in the areas of:

• Integrated Water Resources Management
• Development and conservation of water resources in quantity and quantity
• Water demand management
• Supporting coordination and cooperation among Arab countries, including shared water basins, to exploit 

them to achieve optimal, fair and equitable use
• Protection of Arab water rights

http://www.lasportal.org/ar/councils/ministerialcouncil/Pages/MCouncilAbout.aspx?RID=10
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their shared water resources, in addition to the 
implementation of the Arab countries’ commitment 
to achieving the MDGs; and 

3. Institutional, namely human and technical capacity 
development, in addition to the development of 
societal awareness on water problems in the region, 
including scientific research and promotion of civil 
society participation in decision-making.

Currently, the strategy is in a review process and is being 
updated to include recent developments in water global 
agenda, particularly SDG6. In addition, a new pillar 
related to the Water-Energy-Food Security Nexus has 
also been added to the AMWC permanent items on the 
council agenda.13

At the sub-regional level, the GCC member countries 
established a Ministerial Water and Electricity 
Cooperation Committee in 1985. The Committee’s 
mandate covers the development and management of 
all sources and uses of water resources, the development 
of appropriate legislation and regulations and the 
enhancement of training and information exchange 
among the GCC countries.  

The Ministerial Committee meets annually and is 
supported and advised technically by the Water 
Resources Committee consisting of government 
members from the six GCC countries, which meets twice 
a year. In addition, there are many specialised technical 
committees that serve the Ministerial committee, 
including the Electricity and Water Conservation and 
Customer Services Committee and the Electricity and 
Water Benchmarking Committee, which hold meetings 
on an ad hoc basis.

In line with the Arab Water Security Strategy, the GCC 
countries launched the GCC Unified Water Strategy and 
Implementation Plan 2016-2035 in 2016. The strategy 
is a translation of the directive of the GCC Supreme 
Council in its 2010 summit of ‘serious and speedy steps 
should be taken and endorsed by the GCC Supreme 
Council towards a long-term comprehensive Gulf water 
strategy’ and was approved by the GCC supreme Council 
in 2016. 

The strategy’s vision is to ‘establish a sustainable, 
efficient, equitable, and secure water resources 
management systems in every GCC country that would 
continue to contribute to their sustainable socio-
economic development’, and its mission is ’to align GCC 
states’ national water strategies and master plans with 
a unified GCC water management strategy that foster 
joint initiatives and strengthen the capacities of each 
country in achieving a rational, integrated, efficient, and 
sustainable management of their water resources’. 

The strategy is founded on five strategic themes, which 
constitute its pillars and reflects its vision and mission 
statements. Each theme contains one or more strategic 
objective. The themes and their strategic objectives are:

1. Development and sustainability of water resources 
(acquiring desalination technology; developing 
and protecting conventional water resources; 
maximising municipal wastewater collection, 
treatment level and reuse); 

2. Efficient and equitable water resources utilisation 
(providing highest international standards of 
drinking water and wastewater services; increasing 
water efficiency and demand management in 
municipal and industrial sectors; establishing a 
water-efficient agricultural sector); 

3. Enhanced municipal water supply security (securing 
water supply during emergencies and disasters);

4. Effective water governance and awareness 
(improving institutional and legislative frameworks 
and capacities; achieving a water-oriented society); 
and

5. Economic efficiency and financial sustainability 
(minimising water supply economic costs and 
increasing cost recovery).14  

A third water related inter-governmental body in the  
Arab region is the Committee on Water Resources,15 
which was established in 1995 under the UN 
Economic and Social Commission for Western Asia  
(ESCWA).iii The aim of the Committee is to strengthen 
regional cooperation by effectively involving 
stakeholders in member countries in the planning, 
development, implementation and monitoring of 
the ESCWA programmes of work in the field of water 
resources. 

One of the best cases of regional water governance and 
cooperation in the Arab region is the Regional Initiative 
for the Assessment of Climate Change Impacts on Water 
Resources and Socio-Economic Vulnerability in the Arab 
Region (RICCAR), which is a multi-partner initiative 
coordinated by ESCWA. RICCAR provides ‘a common 
platform for assessing, addressing and identifying 
regional climate change challenges, which, in turn, 
inform dialogue, priority setting, policy formulation and 
responses to climate change at the Arab regional level’ 
(see Box 3).

7

iii  UN ESCWA member states are: Bahrain, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Mauritania, Oman, Palestine, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, The Sudan, The Syrian Arab Republic, Tunisia, the United Arab 
Emirates and Yemen.
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Regional Mechanism for Monitoring the 
Implementation of the Water-related SDGs
The UN High-Level Political Forum (HLPF) and Arab 
Forum for Sustainable Development (AFSD) are the two 
processes under which the progress towards the 2030 
Agenda is reviewed through Voluntary National Reviews 
(VNRs) that are of relevance for the Arab region. The 
ESCWA is mandated to lead regional coordination and 
tracking of the implementation progress of the SDGs in 
Member States. In this context, ESCWA in partnership 
with LAS, organises annually the AFSD, which is the 
primary regional multi-stakeholder mechanism to 
follow up and review the implementation of the 2030 
Agenda in the Arab region, and focuses on national 
experiences in implementing the SDGs. The forum has 
been held annually since 2014, and its themes align 
with the respective themes of the HLPF. The annual 
AFSD process results in the adoption of negotiated 
political declarations, that represents the perspective 
and position of the Arab countries towards sustainable 
development issues.

In 2018, the AFSD was held under the title of ‘Natural 
Resources, Future Generations and the Common Good’, 
which informed the broader theme of HLPF 2018, 
‘Transformation towards Sustainable and Resilient 
Societies’. The AFSD focused in 2018 on SDGs 6, 7, 11, 
12, 15 and 17, which were reviewed later during the 
HLPF 2018. Selected water-related key messages from 
the 2018 AFSD are indicated in Box 4. These represent 
the Arab countries’ unified positions and perspective 

towards issues related to water within the SDG 
framework.

Cooperation on Managing Shared Water 
Resources  
In terms of cooperation over shared river basins, 
currently almost all are managed unilaterally by the 
riparian countries. The existing few agreements are 
bilateral rather than basin-wide.16 Existing cooperation 
modalities take many forms; they range from informal 
technical committees or expert meetings to more 
formal joint projects or interstate agreements (see  
Table 1). Moreover, the existing limited agreements 
on shared water, such as for the Jordan, Kebir, Nile, 
and Tigris-Euphrates rivers do not deal with the 
management of these resources, nor do they contain the 
principles of international water law such as ‘equitable 
and reasonable utilization’ and the ’obligation not to 
cause significant harm’.17

Riparian countries are currently intensifying water 
development and withdrawal efforts, which is increasing 
competition and conflict over shared water resources. 
In addition, the anticipated impacts of climate change 
on the availability of water resources are expected to 
exacerbate the situation.18 Therefore, cooperation and 
coordination among the riparian countries to manage 
shared water resources sustainably is essential.19  
However, given the absence of any international 
enforcement entity, such cooperation cannot be 
achieved without commitment by riparian states.

Box 3. The RICCAR Joint Project 

The RICCAR project (www.riccar.org) is the outcome of many declarations and resolutions by a number of Arab 
inter-governmental bodies. In 2009, the project was endorsed by the AMWC as a regional initiative contributing 
to the implementation of the Arab Water Security Strategy 2010–2030. RICCAR is implemented through an inter-
agency collaborative partnership involving 11 regional and international organisations, including ESCWA, ACSAD, 
FAO, GIZ, and others. Funding of the project is provided by the Swedish International Development Cooperation 
Agency (Sida) and the German Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development (BMZ). A number of 
Arab and international scientific institutes were consulted under the regional climate modelling component of the 
initiative and its review.

The Arab Climate Change Assessment Report, published in 2017, is the main output of the RICCAR project. The 
report presented a comprehensive picture of the impact of climate change on freshwater resources in the region, 
and how this would affect the vulnerability of water resources, agricultural production, natural ecosystems, human 
settlements and health. Furthermore, the project produced a number of supplementary technical reports and 
notes, training tools and booklets on a number of climate change-related issues such as extreme events, disasters 
loss, adaptation green solutions and health. Furthermore, the project’s climate modelling domain, i.e., RICCAR 
Arab Domain has been adopted as the Middle East North Africa (MENA) Domain by the Coordinated Regional 
Climate Modeling Experiment (CORDEX) of the World Climate Research Programme (WCRP). 

http://www.riccar.org/
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Recently (2018), a new initiative related to shared 
water resources has been launched by the UNESCO 
Regional Bureau for Science for the Arab States (based 
at the UNESCO Cairo Office, UCO) titled ‘Water Security 
for All: Science Diplomacy Initiative for Sustainable 

Development of Shared Water Resources in the Arab 
Region and Neighboring Countries’ (see Box 5). The 
AMWC has requested UCO to pursue this initiative after 
a series of actions taken by UCO, in coordination with 
AMWC secretariat at LAS.

9

Box 4. Selected Water-related Key Messages from the 2018 AFSD Report

Perspective of Arab countries on the implementation and following up on the 2030 agenda
• Focus on the regional dimension of sustainable development and the need to strengthen coordination, 

cooperation, integration and solidarity between Arab countries, given that development issues such as 
environmental challenges, water resources, energy and migration, including brain drain, are joint issues that 
require real regional partnerships that effectively contribute to supporting the Arab least developed countries 
and conflict-affected countries. 

Perspective of Arab countries on ‘natural resources, the sustainable development goals and future generations’
• Confirm that the sustainable management of natural resources entails upholding populations’ right to control 

their resources, notably the State of Palestine does not enjoy that right because of the Israeli occupation 
that also diminishes the sovereignty of neighbouring Arab countries over their land and natural resources, 
especially water; and request the United Nations to launch negotiations and discussions on international 
instruments regarding water resources, the sovereignty of Arab States over their resources, the resolution of 
conflicts over shared water resources, and urging the international community to uphold its responsibilities 
in that regard. 

• Establish an Arab higher authority on water, energy and food, and support it through technical methods 
that enable it to consider interrelated issues that strengthen food, water and energy security; and propose 
recommendations and practical solutions to decision-makers and regional and national strategy developers. 

Perspective of Arab countries on ‘sustainability of water resources’
• Confirm that understanding the humanitarian dimension of water security assists in ensuring that no one is 

left behind in development plans, and limits disparities in providing water services that are exacerbated by 
conflict, crisis, occupation and poverty, in addition to climate change and reliance on transboundary water 
resources. 

• Affirm the role of scientific research and domestic innovation in supporting efforts to achieve the water-related 
SDGs, including innovative technologies that promote the development of non-traditional water resources in 
the Arab region. 

Source: The 2018 Arab Forum for Sustainable Development, Natural Resources, Future Generations and the Common Good report. Bolded text 
added by the author.

Box 5. UNESCO Cairo Office Science Diplomacy Initiative for Sustainable Development of shared Water 
Resources

The initiative takes a pragmatic and ‘soft development’ approach to science diplomacy. With achievement of the 
globally endorsed SDGs providing an overall umbrella, the initiative approach is anchored to four major pillars:

1. Achieving the SDGs for All: The mutual benefit programme: Achieving the SDGs for all and by all: this pillar 
includes activities aiming at identification and use of joint mutual-benefit (economic, social, environmental 
and cultural) investments, programmes and projects that can serve as major entry points for science/water 
diplomacy initiatives.

2. Know your neighbour: this pillar aims at enhancing ‘trust building’ as an indispensable prerequisite for 
meaningful action and sustainability of proposed interventions. 

(continued on next page)

https://www.unescwa.org/sites/www.unescwa.org/files/events/files/arab-forum-sustainable-development-2018-final-report-en.pdf
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Table 1. Regional Examples of Shared Water Resources in the Arab Region
Source: UNDP. 2013. Water Governance in the Arab Region: Managing Scarcity and Securing the Future. UNDP RBAS.

Egypt and Libya Iraq and Syria Egypt and Sudan Jordan and Syria Lebanon and Syria

Basin Nubian Sandstone 
Aquifer System

Euphrates River Nile River Yarmuk River Nahr-El-Kabir

Dates 8 July 1991 17 April 1989 8 November 1959 3 September 1987 20 April 2002
Principal issue Water quantity Water quantity Water quantity Water quantity,  

hydropower/ 
hydroelectricity

Water quantity

Allocation Water share Flow percentage Water share River share Flow percentage
Other issues - No - Joint dam Joint dam
River basin  
organisation

No No No No No

Monitoring No Joint technical 
committee

Yes No Joint commission

Joint 
management

Joint authority Yes Yes No No

Groundwatera Yes No No No No

Information 
exchange

Yes Informalb No No No

a) The agreement contains provision for groundwater resources; b) there appears to be information exchange, but no formal document or guide 
to describe how this cooperative instance to implemented.

 
(Box 5. continued)

1. Effective and efficient deployment of knowledge, science, and technology: this pillar focuses on 
deployment of science and technology to address the pressing science/water challenges and associated 
environmental and socioeconomic issues.

2. Matching capabilities for all - stronger and more capable partners: this pillar involves the promotion of 
effective water governance as a major guide and control for suggested interventions. 

Source: UNESCO brochure, n/d. Permission for reprinting obtained from UNESCO Cairo Office, August 2019.

3.

4.



Regional Water Governance

1211

Desired State of Cooperation and 
Existing Best Practices 
The establishment of the AMWC in LAS presents an 
ideal institutional framework/mechanism for regional 
governance and cooperation among the Arab countries. 
Furthermore, the Arab Water Security Strategy has 
established priority areas of regional cooperation 
for the medium-term, and a concerted and well-
coordinated implementation of the strategy’s action 
plan would significantly improve the sustainability 
of the water sector in the region. However, currently 
the implementation of the action plan is hindered by 
political, institutional and financial challenges and 
constraints that need to be addressed and resolved: 

• The major constraint facing the regional strategy’s 
implementation is that it is a guiding and non-
binding strategy (as stipulated in its preamble); 
thus, countries’ uptake and implementation areas 
of the strategy that do not fall under their national 
priorities has been weak. To address this challenge, 
the strategy is being reviewed to ensure proper 
alignment between the strategy and national 
strategies.  

• A second challenge is similarly related to political 
will to address water issues from a regional 
perspective, as countries’ specific priorities do not 
often match regional challenges, especially given 
countries’ different levels of development and 
financial capabilities. 

• A third constraint is the lack of a strong regional 
coordination body that would translate resolutions 
into joint projects and programmes even for issues 
that are regional in nature and that affect water 
security in the region. Moreover, the rotating 
presidency of the AMWC has revealed a leadership 
consistency issue in that, for example, the last two 
presidencies have been more aggressive in pushing 
the debate on ways to foster implementation.

• Finally, the financial constraints are manifested in 
that no financial commitment has yet been made 
by countries to support the implementation of the 
strategy.20

However, there are already good examples of technical 
cooperation at the sub-regional level.  These include 
work by the water-related committees of the GCC 
countries under the GCC Secretariat General, which have 
been active in providing technical support and advice 

to water-related ministers in the GCC countries. These 
committees’ achievements in the field of management 
of water resources, include: conducting joint water 
awareness campaigns, programmes and activities; 
developing a unified benchmarking system for water 
supply utilities in the GCC; publishing a periodic GCC water 
statistics book; developing guiding water legislation for 
conventional water resources (groundwater and surface 
water), desalination and wastewater; and developing a 
unified guiding plan for water emergencies in the GCC 
countries.

There are also a number of good examples of regional 
cooperation on shared water resources between 
the Arab countries and with non-Arab neighbouring 
countries. Probably the best examples of cooperation 
centre around the renewable North Western Sahara 
Aquifer System (NWSAS) shared by Algeria, Libya and 
Tunisia, and the non-renewable Nubian Sandstone 
Aquifer System (NSAS), shared by Egypt, Libya, Sudan 
and Chad. Good examples of cooperation on surface 
water resources are the Orontes River shared by 
Lebanon, Syria and Turkey, and the Senegal River shared 
by Guinea, Mali, Mauritania and Senegal. 

In the case of the NWSAS, while no formal treaty has 
been signed, a Consultation Mechanism has been 
established in 2002 to ’coordinate, promote and 
facilitate the rational management of the NWSAS water 
resources’. The mechanism essentially includes the 
development of a common database on hydrogeological 
and socio-economic activities related to water use and 
simulation modelling to investigate the impacts of 
aquifer utilisation scenarios.21 

More importantly, as described by consultancy Inter-
national Waters Governance, the riparian countries 
‘have agreed on an evolutionary approach towards 
the development of an institutional structure 
for the NWSAS, starting with a simple structure 
and then moving towards a more complex and 
autonomous structure with responsibility for specific  
functions’.22  A main lesson learned from this case study 
is that scientific cooperation, agreeing on datasets 
and plans, and building consensus before large-scale 
exploitation is an essential step in the management of 
shared water resources.23

In the case of the NSAS, the largest known fossil aquifer in 
the world covering about two million square kilometres, 
an agreement between the riparian states has been 
strengthened slowly but progressively. Cooperation 
between Egypt and Libya had begun in the seventies 
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and was crystallized eventually in the establishment of 
the Joint Authority for the Study and Development of 
NSAS (JA) in 1991. Sudan joined the JA in 1996 and Chad 
in 1999. 

In 2013, with the aid of international agencies (the 
IAEA, UNDP and UNESCO), a framework for the NSAS 
joint management and a formal agreement for its joint 
management (Strategic Action Program) to optimise its 
equitable use and its sustainability was agreed by the 
four countries. According to the IAEA, the SAP ‘provides 
a framework for agreed collective actions to manage 
the aquifer. Specifically, it outlines the necessary legal, 
policy and institutional reforms needed to address 
the key transboundary concerns affecting the aquifer 
and their root causes at both the regional and national 
level.’24  However, it should be noted that the SAP has 
not moved forward since due to the instability in  
Libya.25

The case of the Orontes River Basin, also known as the 
Assi River, represents a good example for cooperation 
in shared surface water resources. The Orontes is a 
perennial river and flows from Lebanon to Syria and 
Turkey and drains west into the Mediterranean Sea, 
with its major utilisation is for agricultural projects in 
the three countries. Despite the absence of basin-wide 
agreement between the three riparian, there exists 
several bilateral agreements on a number of issues, 
such as water allocation (Lebanon-Syria) and joint 
construction of infrastructure (Syria-Turkey). However, 
as noted by ESCWA and BGR, ‘the Orontes Basin politics 
are heavily influenced by the status of Turkish-Syrian 
relations in general, and discussions over the sharing 
of the Euphrates River in particular’.26  Water has always 
been a variable in the relations between Turkey and 
Syria, often being used as a bargaining chip in broader 
political negotiations and agreements.27 

The final positive example of cooperation is around 
the Senegal River, crossing Guinea, Mali, Mauritania 
and Senegal. Water cooperation between the riparian 
states dates back to the colonial times, with 13 signed 
international agreements. An important landmark in 
the history of cooperation was the establishment in 
1972 of a river commission, the Organisation pour la 
Mise en Valeur du Fleuve Sénégal (OMVS), when the 
riparian states were having one of the worst droughts 
in decades. The Commission is tasked with controlling 
and monitoring the river courses and the possibility of 
managing water, where it has been given the capacity 
to regulate the networks and electrical grids, to 
facilitate the transport and navigation, and allowing 

industrial development in the area. A unique feature 
in this cooperation is the shared ownership of the 
dams constructed along the river by three countries: 
Mauritania, Mali and Senegal.28 

It should be noted that cooperation on water resources 
and regional water security should not be analysed 
outside the framework of challenges of Arab integration 
in general, which has been progressing very slowly and is 
being continuously hindered by economic heterogeneity 
and political conflicts. Nevertheless, there are important 
lessons that can be drawn from the above case studies 
that could enhance regional cooperation on water 
issues.

First, the lack of political harmony, the absence of a strong 
regional coordination body translating resolutions 
into joint projects, and the lack of financial resources 
and commitment for joint projects implementation, 
represent the main obstacles of Arab water cooperation. 
The strong water cooperation among the GCC countries 
is a clear demonstration of the interplay of these factors 
and their impact on the political will to cooperate on 
water issues.  

Second, in terms of shared water resources, among the 
most important lessons to be learned is that scientific 
cooperation between countries represents an important 
entry point for more advanced legal cooperation on 
shared water resources management, and that joint 
investments and mutual benefits on shared water 
resources can be a major enabler for water cooperation 
between riparian countries.

Recommendations
Arab countries are facing chronic water scarcity 
challenges exacerbated by the fact that more than 
half of the total renewable water resources originate 
from outside the region without signed agreements 
(threatening regional stability and food security) and by 
the anticipated impacts of climate change (increasing 
water demands and reducing water availability). These 
stressing conditions necessitate coordinated responses 
across the region that bring all stakeholders together 
to take collective action and create partnerships given 
the scale and similarity of the internal and external 
challenges of the Arab countries.

There are two existing frameworks for regional 
cooperation, and many of their objectives are aligned 
and in synergy; these are the Arab Water Security 
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Strategy to Meet the Challenges and Future Needs for 
Sustainable Development 2010-2030 and SDG 6. In 
both frameworks, high-level political commitments do 
exist, and their objectives will need to be translated and 
materialised into regional and sub-regional projects 
that are of priority to the region.

In order to move forward with the implementation of 
the action plan of the Arab Water Security Strategy, a 
number of institutional and financial constraints need to 
first be overcome.29  At the institutional level, countries 
need to establish a soft coordination mechanism 
under the AMWC dedicated to developing regional and 
sub-regional projects that are of a common priority on 
topics of common interest. The funding of these should 
come from countries and be supported by Arab and 
Islamic funds. 

It is also vital to elaborate a financial strategy for 
resource mobilisation to support the implementation 
of the action plan of the Strategy, especially in countries 
in need. Moreover, reporting mechanisms on progress 
in implementation of projects should be systematic by 
all countries to allow benchmarking at the regional level. 

The implementation framework of the Water Security 
Strategy has two levels of action: the national and 
the regional level. The strategic objectives at the 
national level aim at strengthening the capacities 
of each country in achieving a rational, integrated, 
efficient and sustainable management of their water 
resources, which are considered as pre-requisites for 
sound national water management as well as regional 
cooperation. Examples of these are provision of water 
supply and sanitation, efficiency in water supply and 
use, wastewater treatment and reuse, groundwater 
protection, awareness raising, financial sustainability 
and environmental protection. 

Many of these objectives will require, in addition to the 
exchange of experiences and expertise between the 
Arab countries, financial aid, which the wealthier Arab 
countries could provide through their development 
funding agencies as well as by regional funding agencies. 
These include the Abu Dhabi Fund for Development, 
Arab Fund for Economic and Social Development, 
Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development, Saudi 
Fund for Development, Islamic Development Bank and 
OPEC Fund for International Development. 

The Water Security Strategy’s strategic objectives 
of a regional nature, namely achieving food secu-
rity, localising desalination and water treatment 

technologies, agreements on shared water resources 
and capacity development, will require stronger 
cooperation between the Arab countries and fostering 
joint initiatives.  

Arab food security can be achieved through regional 
agricultural investment. Countries having comparative 
advantages in land, water, human resources and financial 
resources should combine their efforts to achieve this 
goal. This can be achieved through establishing a state-
owned agricultural corporation, or a public private 
partnership to implement mega-agricultural projects. 
Such projects will need to use advanced agricultural 
techniques supported by extensive agricultural R&D in 
food production. The Arab organization for Agricultural 
Development (AOAD), one of LAS organisations, would 
be expected to take an active leading role in facilitating 
such investments.

In the face of water scarcity, growing dependence on 
desalination and treated wastewater in the Arab 
region is inevitable. Despite leading the world in 
desalination capacity (possessing more than 50%), the 
region remains an importer of these technologies with 
very limited added value to their economies. Policies 
and R&D efforts to localise these to Arab countries 
are still not adequate and remain uncoordinated. Arab 
countries, especially the GCC countries which rely heavily 
on desalination for their urban water supply, could give 
this issue the highest priority in the implementation 
programmes of the Water Security Strategy and 
cooperate and coordinate efforts to invest in these 
technologies, with the ultimate aim of establishing a 
desalination and water treatment industrial base 
in the region. This, in turn, will require establishing 
joint investments, collaborative academic research 
programmes, and uniform educational and training 
programmes among the concerned Arab countries.  

Management of shared water resources is one of the 
main challenges facing the Arab region. With rapidly 
growing populations and increasing demands for water 
and food, and the anticipated negative impacts of climate 
change on water resources availability, this challenge is 
expected to intensify. However, progress on the issue 
of shared water resources and the recognition of the 
riparian countries’ historical water rights is impacted 
heavily by the region’s politics and power asymmetry. 
Therefore, the existence of a strong Arab political 
block with coordinated and concerted political  
positions is a pre-requisite to reach agreements and 
form treaties based on the International Water Law. 
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In order to unlock the existing situation, Arab countries 
could formulate and implement a water diplomacyiv  
strategy to help overcome the existing water conflicts, 
scarcity and related tensions, and ultimately to move 
the region towards water security.30 The AMWC is best-
placed to take an active role in this regard and promote 
a framework for cooperation between Arab states and 
non-Arab states in the region.

In this regard, establishing and improving high-level 
cooperation with neighbouring non-Arab countries 
to strengthen the joint management of water resources 
is strongly needed. Such cooperation need to include 
setting priorities, building consensus, nurturing 
and strengthening institutions and supporting the 
implementation of joint action programmes. The 
UNESCO Cairo Science Diplomacy Initiative for 
Sustainable Development of Shared Water Resources 
represents a significant practical approach in this 
direction, in that it emphasises mutual benefits and 
trust building. 

The interdependency and interlinkages between water, 
food and energy in the Arab region are very strong, 
probably more than any region in the world, and are 
intensifying as demand for resources increases and is 
expected to be further compounded by the impacts of 
climate change. Arab policy makers therefore also need 
to ensure the integration and coherence of policies 
related to the water-energy-food (WEF) nexus 
through building synergies across the three sectors 
and reducing their trade-offs; that is, implementing a 
WEF nexus approach. However, implementing such an 
approach will require mainstreaming the nexus into 
sectoral policies and institutions at both the national 
and regional levels. 

At the regional level, coordination and collaboration 
across sectoral activities, initiatives, policies and 
strategies within the LAS needs to be improved. 
Currently, there is no coordination mechanism 
among the WEF-related sectors in LAS – namely, the 
AMWC, AOAD, Arab Ministerial Council for Electricity 
(AMCE), and Council of Arab Ministers Responsible for  
Environmental Affairs (CAMRE). In this regard, it 
has been suggested that a meeting among all four  
councils (AMWC, AMCE, AOAD, CAMRE) at minis-
terial level be called for in order to place WEF nexus 
as a permanent item on their agendas.31 The aim of this 
would be to: jointly mandate the respective technical 

units within LAS to cooperate closely; call for domestic  
policy measures for institutional improvements; agree 
on a cross-sectoral framework for WEF-nexus activities; 
and establish a regular monitoring and reporting process 
on WEF-nexus activities.32

Finally, a major constraint to efficient water resources 
management in Arab countries is inadequate human 
and institutional capacities, particularly in the field 
of management and planning. The presence of strong 
institutes and trained national cadres capable of 
efficiently managing the region’s scarce water resources 
is indispensable. Hence, Arab cooperation in the 
fields of training and capacity building is strongly 
recommended. Establishing joint training programmes 
in line with the objectives and priorities of capacity 
development of the Arab Water Security Strategy would 
represent an appropriate framework for addressing this 
constraint at the regional level. A network of existing 
accredited Arab universities and training centres could 
be utilised in the implementation of these training 
programmes.

iv  The Water Diplomacy Framework consists of: diagnosing water problems, highlighting intervention points, and proposing sustainable actions 
able to incorporate diverse viewpoints, uncertainty and changing competing demands to overcome the complexity of actors and challenges in 
the water sector. Islam, S. and Repella, A. C. 2015. ‘Water Diplomacy: A Negotiated Approach to Manage Complex Water Problems.’ Journal of 
Contemporary Water Research & Education, 155: 1-10.

https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1936-704X.2015.03190.x
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/j.1936-704X.2015.03190.x
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