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Introduction: From domestic to
international water security

Libor Jansky, Mikiyasu Nakayama and Nevelina I. Pachova

Water is essential for all aspects of life. Ensuring water security – i.e.
adequate protection from water-related disasters and diseases and ac-
cess to sufficient quantity and quality of water, at affordable cost, to
meet the basic food, energy and other needs essential for leading a
healthy and productive life without compromising the sustainability of vi-
tal ecosystems – has emerged as an overarching global goal over the past
decade.

Integrated water resources management (IWRM), defined as the coor-
dinated planning, development and management of water, land and
related resources, through multi-level and multi-sectoral dynamic and in-
teractive problem-solving approaches, has been proposed as a mecha-
nism for maximizing the economic and social welfare benefits from water
development and use in an equitable and sustainable manner. IWRM
recognizes basins as the natural water management units and encourages
the development of integrated basin-wide water use and management
strategies, action plans and institutions.

Initially proposed in Chapter 18 of Agenda 21, the plan of action
adopted at the United Nations Conference on Environment and Devel-
opment in Rio de Janeiro in 1992, the concept of integrated water man-
agement has become a widespread national policy framework since then.
Over the past decade, notable progress has been made in developing na-
tional IWRM strategies and action plans and integrating them in the
broader development strategies of states aimed at achieving the Millen-
nium Development Goals (MDGs), a time-bound set of goals agreed
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upon by world leaders in 2000. However, the application of the concept
of IWRM to transboundary water resources, i.e. surface and groundwater
resources shared by two or more states, has proved a challenging task.
Indeed, cooperation among riparian states over the use of shared

waters has a long history. The numerous instances of and benefits from
cooperation in the past have weakened fears of water wars, raised in the
mid-1990s in light of the expected growth in water needs, particularly in
developing states. Unresolved political tensions over the use of trans-
boundary waters, however, continue to simmer and new ones continue
to emerge along with changing water needs, values and governance struc-
tures in riparian states. These tensions constitute significant obstacles to
undertaking the often much-needed development and utilization of inter-
national waters, on which the water security of more than half of the
world’s population depends.
The national sovereignty and security considerations of states have

long been noted as critical causes of international water tensions and dis-
putes. In the context of the processes of post–Cold War democratization
and globalization, non-state domestic actors have come to play a much
more prominent role in national decision-making on traditionally foreign
policy debates. Furthermore, the definitions of the concepts of sover-
eignty and security have evolved. These changes entail new threats but
also new opportunities for ensuring international water security.
This book explores some of them through a set of case studies analy-

sing the multi-faceted and dynamic nature of the interplay between do-
mestic and international water security. A range of past, ongoing and
emerging international water disputes from the Middle East, Africa,
Asia and Europe are examined. Well-known cases are revisited from
new perspectives and new approaches are suggested as analytical frame-
works and practical tools for understanding and coping with emerging se-
curity threats.
The book is divided into three parts. The first examines the impacts

and implications of domestic security considerations for the negotiation
and implementation of international water treaties and for the function-
ing of water management institutions in international basins. The second
part highlights emerging water security threats in international basins
driven by domestic security dynamics. The third proposes a range of
new analytical frameworks and approaches for engaging domestic actors
in the search for solutions to both long-standing water management dis-
putes and emerging security threats.
Part I begins with three chapters that examine from a historical per-

spective the role that domestic factors, actors and processes have played
in both facilitating and hindering the signature and subsequent imple-
mentation of important international water management agreements in
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Asia, Africa and Europe. In Chapter 2 Yamamoto revisits the classic In-
dus water dispute and the agreement between India and Pakistan facili-
tated by the World Bank, highlighting the often overlooked role that
communal divides, regional inequalities and national development poli-
cies in the two states have played in shaping their positions on interna-
tional water management in the course of the negotiations.

In Chapter 3 Mirumachi brings out the role of domestic political lead-
ership in a small landlocked country such as Lesotho in designing and ne-
gotiating a water management agreement with a large regional hegemon
that was beneficial for the national economy. The author also highlights
the importance of civil society activism in subsequently negotiating a
more equitable sharing of the benefits from the international water man-
agement scheme.

In Chapter 4, Pachova and Jansky examine a case in which a civil soci-
ety movement in a transitional context in Europe managed to forestall
the implementation of an international treaty on water development in
the Danube because of its expected environmental damage. Environmen-
tal activism coupled with political aspirations and ethnic minority con-
cerns, however, triggered the escalation of an international dispute,
whose alleviation has taken up significant efforts and resources.

In the last two chapters of Part I, the establishment and functioning
of international water management institutions are examined from the
viewpoint of domestic security challenges. Keskinen et al. (Chapter 5)
analyse hindrances to the functioning of the Mekong Commission associ-
ated with domestic developments, priorities and capacities in China and
Cambodia, the upstream and downstream riparian states. While noting
the challenges, the authors also highlight the potential for strengthened
regional cooperation in a broader development framework that the eco-
nomic power and national priorities of the regional hegemon entail.

Stucki and Niasse (Chapter 6) follow up a similar line of research but
take an extreme case, that of the Lake Chad Basin Commission, whose
functioning has been severely constrained by the widespread civil strife
and poverty affecting all of the riparian states. In the absence of an eco-
nomically powerful regional hegemon, as in the case of the Mekong, the
authors argue that international support is crucial for ensuring the func-
tioning of the Commission.

In Part II of the book the domestic security lens is employed to identify
emerging international water security threats. El Zain (Chapter 7) warns
of an impending political conflict over the use of Nile waters owing to
rapid population growth in riparian provinces in Sudan, as a result of
refugee flows from regions disrupted by civil war, and to ill-conceived de-
velopment policies deepening structural inequalities and socially con-
structed water scarcity.
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In Chapter 8 Affeltranger pinpoints the Salween River Basin as an
emerging hotspot of regional tensions in the Mekong region owing to a
water development and transfer scheme between Myanmar and Thai-
land, aimed at alleviating growing domestic water demand in Thailand
without incurring domestic opposition to the construction of new hydrau-
lic infrastructure on the territory of the country. The author forewarns
that the project, currently politically endorsed owing to the overlap of na-
tional and regional security and development objectives, entails hidden
threats to the water security of the inhabitants of the Salween Basin as
well as the Mekong region as a whole.
In Chapter 9 Nakayama proposes ‘‘virtual’’ water, i.e. water embedded

in key water-intensive commodities, as an alternative approach for
meeting water needs in the context of water scarcity, and argues that
trade-offs between real and virtual water need to be examined before
large-scale water transfer schemes in the Mekong Basin are undertaken.
He also employs the concept of virtual water to highlight a looming water
security threat in Central Asia, where the stabilization of Afghanistan is
likely to lead to increased water demand for agricultural production,
which is currently met through food imports and international aid.
Part III of the book introduces some new perspectives and practical

tools for engaging domestic actors in the search for solutions to both do-
mestic and international water security concerns. In Chapter 10 Onishi
draws attention to the potential benefits from situating international wa-
ter security debates in a broader framework of regional cooperation,
which allows international water debates to become non-zero-sum
games. The author suggests that, although domestic security considera-
tions in China (including energy needs, regional inequalities and associ-
ated separatist threats) might make it difficult to reach a compromise on
international water management in the Mekong, regional cooperation,
motivated by the potential gains from trade and the growing importance
of good reputation in the context of increasing economic and political in-
terdependence globally, may provide an alternative avenue for meeting
the water security and economic development needs of the downstream
states.
For the benefits of regional cooperation to reach those who most need

them, however, human security has to be situated at the centre of it ac-
cording to Kibaroglu et al., who pursue the idea in Chapter 11. Taking
up the case of the management of the Tigris and Euphrates river basins
shared by Turkey, Syria and Iraq, the authors argue that, in contrast to
negotiations focused narrowly on water, regional development coopera-
tion could help address the pressing human security needs of the people
inhabiting the basins in question, while fostering the capacities and po-
tential for long-term partnership over transboundary water management
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through improved efficiency in water use and enhanced trust among the
riparian states.

In Chapter 12, starting from the idea that perceptions of both water
needs and security threats do matter in international water management
disputes, Warner and Meissner propose a tool called security impact as-
sessment (SIA) for analysing the redistribution of actual and perceived
security as a result of water development interventions and projects
among the key stakeholder groups involved. They employ SIA to exam-
ine water security trade-offs in the Okavango Basin, highlighting the
positive role of information and knowledge exchange as a means for alle-
viating actual as well as perceived insecurity.

The authors of the individual chapters come from a range of disciplin-
ary and professional backgrounds and approach the issue of water man-
agement from diverse theoretical perspectives. Their findings highlight
the varied aspects of the multifaceted interplay between domestic and in-
ternational water security. Furthermore, they bring to the fore the need
to change the way we think of and deal with associated threats to interna-
tional water security, which are discussed in more detail in the concluding
chapter of the book.
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