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What is Water Conflict 
Management & Transformation??

What changes when a border is present?
What capacity do we need to address the change?
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Scarcity Violence

“The renewable resource 
most likely to stimulate 
interstate resource war is 
river water.”  1991 

“Fierce competition for fresh 
water may well become a source 
of conflict and wars in the 
future.” Kofi Annan 2001



Lesson 1:
Context Shapes the Message:
People are people



Scientists and security 
community affirming 
their role and relevance.



 Project MEDEA(Measurements of Earth Data for 
Environmental Analysis), 1992

 NIC Environment Center, 1997
 Global Water Security: Intelligence Community Assessment, 

2012
 Formal agreement
 History of collaboration
 Allocation mechanism
 Dispute Resolution mechanism
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(A) Observed winter (November−April) precipitation climatology, 1931–2008, 
(B) UEA CRU version 3.1 data. 

Colin P. Kelley et al. PNAS 2015;112:3241-3246

©2015 by National Academy of Sciences





Lesson 2:
The issues are not what you think.
 Scarcity is not the driver of politics; it’s about 

sudden change and institutional capacity
 Indicators of conflict also indicate cooperation







BASINS AT RISK: Working Hypothesis
“The likelihood of conflict rises as the rate of 

change within the basin exceeds the institutional 
capacity to absorb that change.”

What are indicators?
Sudden physical changes or lower institutional 
capacity are more conducive to disputes:
1) Uncoordinated development: a major project in 
the absence of a treaty or commission 
2) “Internationalized basins”
3) General animosity





Lesson 3:
Don’t forget the spirit – and fun! – of water:

Elevating the conversation and connecting 
with new allies.
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River Festivals



River Festivals



Water is sexy!!















Maximizing “Benefits”
● The Pacific Northwest recognizes the value of the Columbia River Treaty in 

facilitating shared water resource management in the Basin to maximize 
benefits to both the United States and Canada.

U.S. Entity Regional Recommendation – December 2013 

● The primary objective of the Treaty should be to maximize benefits to both 
countries through the coordination of planning and operations. 

Columbia River Treaty Review B.C. Decision – October 2013 
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Source: Sammy 
Matsaw Jr. 2016



New Directions: 
Spiritual Aspect of 
Water



NEW ZEALAND NATIONAL POLICY STATEMENT 
for Freshwater Management 2014 

● “Addressing tāngata whenua values and interests across 
all of the well-beings, and including the involvement of 
iwi and hapu ̄ in the overall management of fresh water, 
are key to meeting obligations under the Treaty of 
Waitangi (1840).” 

●All things in the natural world have mauri (life force) 
and wairua (a spiritual dimension). Respect for the 
spiritual integrity of the environment and the atua
(God) that created it will ensure that the taonga 
(treasure) can be protected and passed on to succeeding 
generations.



Island Press, Fall 2017
Code 4SPIRIT for 20% discount



Thank you!
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