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INTERNATIONAL WATER DISPUTES – WHAT’S AT STAKE FOR THE UK?

Disputes over water as a commodity consumed by agricultural, industrial, commercial and domestic users are an important component of relationships between states in a number of regions. This note sets out where the main such disputes are and what’s at stake for us.
Key points and policy implications

Armed conflict is not likely to result directly and solely from any of these disputes. However, competition for shared water resources may increase tensions between states or at least undermine cooperation between them in the realms of security and economics – so making more difficult the achievement of a number of our objectives.  Possible responses range from traditional diplomatic persuasion to major initiatives designed to promote cooperation over water, perhaps as a package including other economic benefits. 
Water in the Middle East Peace Process
Israel and the Palestinians share water resources the disposition of which is one of the issues to be resolved in permanent-status negotiations. Water is the least difficult of these issues. Meanwhile, however, water can trigger localised unrest in dry years. The implications for us  are very similar to those which result from the parties’ failure to reach a permanent-status agreement or to resolve (rather than mitigate) the daily plight of the Palestinians in the OPTs. That is, these failures contribute to instability in the region and to extremism in and beyond it.  

The Nile Waters

The Nile waters are shared by 11 countries. But the dispute is essentially between Egypt (dependent on the Nile for 95% of its water supply) and Ethiopia, the source of most of the water in the basin. Ethiopia and other states upstream of Sudan have pressed ahead with cooperation over water, leaving Egypt feeling threatened. However, despite some bellicose rhetoric, armed conflict between Egypt and Ethiopia is highly unlikely. And Egypt and Ethiopia agreed in mid-June to find a way of resolving their dispute over the dam which Ethiopia is constructing on the Blue Nile. 
If the two countries can manage to move on from this agreement in principle to engage in wider Nile-related cooperation, there could be significant opportunities for economic development in the Nile basin – and hence for our Prosperity agenda (and if not, not). Wider cooperation between Egypt and Ethiopia could also be helpful in terms of regional stability, including in Somalia (and vice-versa).
Tigris-Euphrates

The Tigris-Euphrates basin is shared by Turkey, Syria, Iran and Iraq. As powerful       upstream states, Turkey and Iran have made extensive use of the water without consulting their downstream neighbours. Given their relative weakness, Syria and Iraq are not likely to use or even threaten military force against Turkey or Iran (although in the past, Syria has used other methods – support for the PKK – as a pressure tactic). But internal stability in Iraq is endangered by the possible collapse of its agricultural sector (a major employer) as a result of reduced and polluted water supplies. And the lack of agreement among the four countries does undermine economic cooperation, with a consequent loss of opportunity for UK business.
Central Asian water disputes 
There are long-standing inter-state tensions in post-Soviet Central Asia over the management of the region’s two major trans-boundary rivers (Amu-Darya and Syr-Darya).   These stem from the conflicting priorities of the region’s upstream and downstream states.  The former plan to build major new hydro-power facilities along these rivers, in order to strengthen their own fragile energy security.  These plans are vigorously opposed by the latter (especially Uzbekistan), who fear the prospect of being held hostage to inter-state ‘water blackmail’ in future as a result.  

Inter-governmental dialogue among the five Central Asian states in search of a solution remains patchy and unproductive.  Past efforts to offer international mediation (including, at the FCO’s instigation, via the OSCE in the early 2000s) have failed to gain any traction. The continuing failure to resolve these disputes undermines prospects for regional economic co-operation and trade among the Central Asian states more generally, thus reducing the region’s attractiveness as a potential FDI destination for outside investors (including British).

Water disputes between China and its neighbours
China faces severe constraints on its domestic water supply. A lack of adequate supply is exacerbated by heavy pollution of rivers and groundwater and increasing demands from rapid urbanisation, industry and agriculture.  These pressures have led to concerns in neighbouring countries that Beijing will divert water from trans-boundary rivers originating in China to support domestic development.  

Many of Asia’s major rivers have their source in China, including the Mekong, Salween, Amur, Irytsh, Indus and Brahmaputra. China’s dam-building activities on the Mekong and Salween have already raised concerns about the potential impact on Southeast Asian countries. While water has become an issue of increasing concern for China’s neighbours, it has also led to a push for dialogue. China is a Dialogue Partner of the Mekong River Commission and has reached agreements with India on sharing flow data on the Brahmaputra – though not on the use of the water itself. Beijing continues to reserve the right to use trans-boundary rivers as it sees fit to support its domestic development, with the potential to further exacerbate tensions. 
Water disputes in the region pose few direct risks to UK interests. But it is possible that, over the longer-term, disputes over water might exacerbate existing tensions between China and its neighbours, especially India. It is in our interests that China cooperates with its neighbours over water, including with India (over the Brahmaputra) and by playing a fuller role in the Mekong River Commission. 
South Asian water relations

Apart from the Brahmaputra, South Asia has two major trans-boundary rivers, the Indus and the Ganges. India and Pakistan share the Indus, and the Indus Water Treaty of 1960 has survived intact despite wars between the two countries. Nepal, India and Bangladesh share the Ganges under arrangements regulated by treaty. And the World Bank and DfID have worked to foster cooperation. But bilateral relationships in the region continue to be characterised by mistrust and could be further strained as climate change reduces the availability of water.
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