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Executive Summary

The Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) indicator 6.5.2 is intended to monitor progress towards
transboundary water cooperation through operational arrangements. The results of the first global reporting
under SDG indicator 6.5.2 related to transboundary cooperation show an important participation at the global
level with 107 countries of 153 with shared waters having responded. However very few countries have an
operational arrangement on all their shared waters and many less have specific arrangements for transboundary
aquifers. This indicates the need for a significant effort to ensure that operational arrangements for all
transboundary water resources are in place by 2030.

However, in the Arab region, which has a heavy reliance on shared waters, the rate of response was very
low, with only 9 countries out of 21. Comoros does not share any transboundary waters and as such was
excluded from reporting. Furthermore, the few answers received included limited information, and presented
often inconsistencies regarding a same shared basin, river, lake or aquifer.

While this first reporting exercise under SDG indicator 6.5.2 is considered successful, the custodian
agencies, the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (ECE) and the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) plan to improve the process based on this experience. A step
by step methodology and guidelines will be prepared to clarify the template. Building partnerships with
regional organizations is also planned in view of ensuring a closer assistance to the countries as well as
establishing a coordination whenever possible with the reporting exercise under SDG indicator 6.5.1.

Various possibilities can be contemplated to foster a stronger participation of the Arab countries in the
second round of reporting. A first step is to link the reporting under SDG indicator 6.5.2 to all the initiatives
and work taking place in the Arab region related to shared waters, such as the preparation of the Guiding
principles on shared waters between the Arab countries under the umbrella of the AMWC. ESCWA is
supporting the AMWC in the preparation of these Guiding principles, and as well as in implementing the Arab
Water Strategy.
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l. Introduction: Overview of global reporting on SDG 6.5.2

In September 2015, the United Nations General Assembly adopted the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development, which included 17 goals and 169 targets. Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 6 is the goal
dedicated to water, its objective is to ensure the availability and sustainable management of water and
sanitation for all. However, it should be stressed that water extends beyond SDG6 and is central to several
goals and targets as would be expected in the 2030 Agenda which considers that the SDGs are integrated and
indivisible. Under SDG 6, target 5 relates to the implementation of “integrated water resources management
at all levels, including through transboundary cooperation as appropriate”.* Two indicators were adopted for
this target:

. Indicator 6.5.1 monitors the degree of integrated water resources management implementation
o Indicator 6.5.2 monitors the proportion of transboundary basin area with an operational
arrangement for water cooperation

SDG Indicator 6.5.2 monitors the percentage of transboundary basin area within a country that has an
operational agreement or other arrangements for water cooperation. The basin area is defined as the surface
proportion of the catchment for surface water and the surface proportion of aquifer for groundwater within the
country. The arrangement for water cooperation could be a bilateral or multilateral treaty, convention,
agreement or other formal arrangements, such as memorandum of understanding, among riparian countries
that provide a framework for transboundary cooperation or water management. For an agreement to be
considered operational under this indicator it would have to demonstrate substantive cooperation in water
management consisting of the following four conditions:?

. Existence of a joint body, joint mechanism or commission for transboundary cooperation;

° Holding of regular, at least once per year, formal communications between riparian countries in
form of meetings either at the political or technical level;

° Existence of a joint or coordinated water management plan(s), or joint objectives have been set;

° Regular exchange, at least once per year, of data and information.

Through these criteria, SDG indicator 6.5.2 intends to monitor, not only the existence of an arrangement
or joint body, but also if cooperation is operational or not. It is worth noting that SDG indicator 6.5.2 has been
granted a tier 1 in November 2018 classification by the Inter-agency and Expert Group on SDG Indicators
(IAEG-SDG).® This means that the indicator is conceptually clear, has an internationally established
methodology and that data are regularly produced by a critical mass of countries, a reflection of the last
reporting round 70 per cent of countries with transboundary waters reported.

In addition to SDG target 6.5, there is a growing global and regional momentum in support of shared
water cooperation. At the global level this is evident by the entry into force of the Convention on the Law of
the Non-navigational Uses of International Watercourses (Watercourses Convention) in 2014,* the opening of
the Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes (Water
Convention) to all United Nations Member States,® which came into effect in 2016 and the adoption of the
International Law Commission’s (ILC) Draft Articles on the Law of Transboundary Aquifers by the General
Assembly in 2008.5 At the regional level, the Arab Ministerial Water Council (AMWC) at the League of Arab

! United Nations, General Assembly, 2015.

2 UN-Water, 2017.

3 https://unstats.un.org/sdgs/files/List%200f%20changes%20since%2015%200ct%202018.pdf.
4 United Nations, General Assembly, 1997.

5 UNECE, 2013.

6 United Nations, General Assembly, 2009.
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States has shown great interest in shared water resources with the adoption of several resolutions since 2009.’
A more recent resolution was adopted by the eighth ministerial session of the AMWC held in Cairo in 2016,
called for the drafting of a set of common guiding principles for cooperation that could be drawn by Arab
states for supporting cooperation on shared water resources. ESCWA assisted in convening the second meeting
for discussing of these principles in December 2018 in Beirut and supported the country discussion through
extending the services of an international water law expert.®

The regional criticality of shared water resources was also recognized in the Regional Preparatory
Meeting on Water Issues for the 2018 Arab Forum on Sustainable Development and High-level Political Forum
(HLPF) that was held in Beirut in March 2018, where member State representatives of the AMWC, in addition
to senior representatives from national, regional and international institutions and civil society organizations
engaged in discussions on water-related issues that affect Arab States. Meeting participants agreed in the
outcome document that enhancing shared water resources cooperation can support the achievement of the 2030
Agenda and water security in the Arab region.’

This regional criticality stems from the fact that most Arab States depend for their water supply on rivers
and/or aquifers that are shared with neighbouring countries, within the region and with countries from outside
the region. This is evident with 14 countries out of the 22 Arab countries being involved as riparian States and
with 41 shared aquifers present in 21 out of 22 Arab countries.™

This paper presents a regional baseline for the first global reporting exercise on SDG indicator 6.5.2. It
provides a summary of the results of the countries that reported with an overview of the regional challenges
and means of improving reporting in the second round. The paper provides recommendations for improving
reporting on SDG indicator 6.5.2 and ultimately regional cooperation on shared water resources in the Arab
region.

1. Global Reporting on SDG 6.5.2

A total of 153 countries worldwide share transboundary rivers, lake basins and aquifer systems which,
together, cover over half of the Earth’s land surface, account for an estimated 60 per cent of global freshwater
flow and are home to more than 40 per cent of the world’s population.'! All these countries were invited by
the custodian agencies, United Nations Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE) and the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) to report under SDG indicator 6.5.2. Of these
countries, 107 responses were received, representing a 70 per cent answer rate. This rate of reporting is
considered a success, especially for a newly introduced SDG indicator. However not all responses could be
included in the first analysis as some needed clarification and were still pending at the time of the finalization
of the global progress report. The global average of the national percentage of transboundary basins covered
by an operational arrangement is 64 per cent for surface water basins and 48 per cent for aquifers

The reporting exercise started in early 2017 where an invitation for countries to report was sent by
UNECE and UNESCO with a mid-2017 deadline set for submission of national reports. Countries were
supported by a set of measures including a step-by-step methodology, webinars, presentations at relevant
meetings and dialogue with custodian agencies. After submission of national reports, UNECE and UNESCO
reviewed and analysed the reports and where necessary held exchanges with Member States for clarification,
with UNECE dealing with the surface water component and UNESCO the groundwater component. The
national SDG indicator 6.5.2 data will next be submitted to the United Nations Statistical Commission by
February 2019. National reports are to be made available on line in 2019 unless objections are raised by

TESCWA, 2017.

8 https://www.unescwa.org/events/improving-shared-water-resources-cooperation-within-framework-global-and-regional-agreements
9 ESCWA, 2018.

10 ESCWA, 2017.

11 United Nations and UNESCO, 2018.



countries. The next reporting cycle will commence with invitation to report by the end of 2019 with the 30"
of June 2020 set as a deadline for reporting.

A. Overall SDG indicator 6.5.2

In view of collecting the most complete information from the countries, the custodian agencies on SDG
indicator 6.5.2, UNESCO and UNECE, have prepared a template for reporting in the form of a questionnaire,
with the idea of simplifying and standardizing the task of reporting.

The questionnaire was divided into four sections:

o Section | - Calculation of SDG indicator 6.5.2

o Section Il - Information on each transboundary basin or group of basins

o Section I11 - General information on transboundary water management at the national level
o Section IV - Main challenges and achievements

Section I includes two tables on shared basins: the first one is for surface waters (rivers and lakes) and
the second one is for aquifers. The information to provide in each table is:

o Name of the shared basin

. Countries shared with

o Surface area of the basin (in km?) within the territory of the country

. Surface area of the basin (in km?) covered by an operational arrangement within the territory of
the country

The above provided information is used to calculate the SDG indicator 6.5.2 value. The value is obtained
by dividing the total surface area of transboundary basins of rivers, lakes and aquifers covered by operational
arrangements within the territory of the country by the total surface area of transboundary basins of rivers,
lakes and aquifers within the territory of a country. This will provide the percent value of the indicator.

Sections 11 to 1V are based on a questionnaire developed by Member States in the framework of the
UNECE Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes, to
monitor its implementation and progress on transboundary cooperation and implementation. Under section 11
the countries are asked to provide details about the existing arrangements mentioned in section I, if any. They
are requested to complete section Il for each shared basin or aquifer. Information provided in section Il covers
types of cooperation agreements, existence and tasks of joint bodies, coordinated management plans and their
objectives, type and frequency of information and data exchange, joint monitoring, joint assessment, joint
water quality standards, measures to prevent or limit transboundary pollution and extreme weather events, and
public participation. Section Ill is dedicated to reporting on national legislation related to water and
environmental issues as it can impact the management of the shared water body. In Section IV reporting covers
main challenges and achievements of transboundary cooperation in addition to the national process of reporting
and information on respondent.

Under this indicator, the custodian agencies have supported the countries in identifying appropriate focal
points to address shared water issues, mainly through the UNECE Water Convention focal points and
UNESCO IHP national committees. Only officially designated focal points nominated through government
channels were accepted to complete the survey. All survey results had to be officially signed and submitted.

At the global level, SDG indicator 6.5.2 value for surface waters, lakes and rivers, and aquifers is
available for only 62 countries out of the 153 that share transboundary basins, which represents a total of 41
per cent. The average value of this indicator is 59 per cent and represents significant variation across the 62
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countries. Only 17 countries have all their transboundary basins covered by operational arrangements, while
12 have no arrangements in place.*

B. SDG Indicator 6.5.2: Surface Waters Component

Regarding surface waters component, it was possible to provide an indicator value for 84 countries,
which represents 55 per cent of all countries sharing transboundary waters. The value of the indicator is 64 per
cent, which is higher than the overall indicator value of 59 per cent. This confirms the well-known fact that
worldwide cooperation over transboundary rivers and lakes is more widespread than for aquifers. This is due
to several factors including the earlier establishment of frameworks for cooperation on surface waters and the
lower complexity of surface waters when compared to groundwater.

C. SDG Indicator 6.5.2: Aquifers Component

Only 61 countries have provided data on the transboundary aquifer component of SDG indicator 6.5.2.
The indicator value for these countries is 48 per cent, which is lower than the full value for the overall indicator
of 59 per cent. This low number, compared to the number for surface waters, reflects the global situation of
the less developed cooperation on transboundary aquifers than for surface waters, with a more limited number
of arrangements partly due to the complexity of groundwater and lack of readily available data on it.

D. SDG indicator 6.5.1

The questionnaire related to SDG indicator 6.5.1 also includes questions related to transboundary waters
in which countries are asked to assess their most important transboundary basins in terms of economic, social
and environmental value. However, it follows a different objective. Its aim is to identify the degree of
integrated water resources management (IWRM) in a country. The questionnaire is divided into four sections
each covering a key aspect of IWRM:

° Enabling environment,

° Institutions and participation
o Management instruments

° Financing

Each section relates to two levels, national and other. The latter include sub-basin, basin, local and
transboundary levels. For each question, the countries are to select a score between 0 and 100, or not applicable.
The score selection is guided by descriptive text for six thresholds, which are specific to each question. The
total score obtained represents the degree of IWRM implementation. The process of completing the
questionnaire included national multi-stakeholder workshops. The focal points for both indicators are not the
same.

For SDG indicator 6.5.1, 128 countries reported. Out of these 32 per cent claim to have transboundary
cooperation arrangements either fully or mostly implemented, and 37 per cent claim that the mandate of any
transboundary organizational framework is either fully fulfilled or mostly fulfilled. ** The results would most
likely have been lower if the countries would have been asked to report on all their transboundary basins not
just their most important transboundary basins.

Therefore, it can be concluded that the reporting results of 6.5.1 and 6.5.2 indicators paint a consistent
message that efforts are needed in approximately two thirds of the world’s transboundary basins to ensure that,
where appropriate, operational arrangements are in place.

12 United Nations and UNESCO, 2018.
13 United Nations and UNESCO, 2018.



Il. Findings from the Arab region reporting on SDG indicator 6.5.2

Shared water resources are very important in the Arab region, which is also one of the most water scarce
regions in the world. In fact, most Arab States depend for their water supply on rivers and/or aquifers that are
shared with neighboring countries, within the region and with countries from outside the region.

There are 27 shared surface water basins in the region, and 14 out of the 22 Arab states are riparian
States. Almost all Arab states are riparian to a shared aquifer, as there are 40 shared aquifers in 21 out of 22 of
them, the exception is Comoros which does not share any water resources.™

However, despite this heavy reliance on shared water resources, the results of this first reporting exercise
under SDG indicator 6.5.2 from the Arab region resulted in a low response rate of 41 per cent when compared
to the global reporting rate of 70 per cent. A summary of the responses received from the Arab region is
presented in Table 1 and Figure 1.

Table 1. Table of Arab states breakdown of SDG indicator 6.5.2 value, surface water value, and aquifer value
for each

Country Surface water component | Aquifer Component SDG indicator 6.5.2
(%) (%) (%)
Algeria 0 - -
Egypt 5 - -
Iraq 17.3 0 135
Jordan 61.7 13.9 21.9
Kuwait N - -
Morocco 0 0 0
Qatar N 0 0
Somalia 0 0 0
Tunisia 0 100 80.5

Note: The above are results for countries that reported and whose results were verified by the custodians. Egypt officially submitted
results, but further clarification is required by the custodians to officially include these results in the global reporting.
N: Non-relevant: indicates that the figure is not available because the indicator as defined for the global monitoring does not
apply to the circumstances of the specific country, and therefore is not reported.
Dashes: indicate that the figure is not available because the country response needs clarification.

The most complete and detailed answers for the first reporting exercise for SDG indicator 6.5.1 in the
Arab region come from the following countries:

° Algeria, though the part on aquifers was not validated because of a discrepancy in figures
provided for transboundary aquifers, the custodian agencies have requested further clarification,
° Egypt, where clarification is also requested on the Nile because of contradictions in the answers,

) Irag,
. Jordan, and
. Tunisia.

These countries have operational arrangements on their shared waters, or are very much dependent on them,
which might explain their interest and available information for reporting. The Consultation Mechanism on
the North Western Sahara Aquifer System (NWSAS) for Algeria and Tunisia and Libya is a good example of
an operational arrangement. However, Libya did not reply under indicator 6.5.2 but mentioned the cooperation

14 ESCWA, 2018.



on the NWSAS in its reply for SDG indicator 6.5.1. Jordan is one of the most water scarce countries in the
world, therefore its reliance on shared waters and any arrangement on them takes more importance. Egypt and
Iraq are countries that developed and were built through history around shared rivers such as the Nile or Tigris
and Euphrates. In these countries, there is a strong political focus on these shared rivers.

The characteristics of the responses received are presented in the following sections.
A. Regional low response rate

Out of the 21 Arab states sharing surface water and/or groundwater resources with another country, only
9 Arab states reported under SDG indicator 6.5.2, see Figure 1. These countries are: Algeria, Egypt, Iraq,
Jordan, Kuwait, Morocco, Qatar, Somalia and Tunisia. Oman did not complete the template. It informed the
custodian agencies that it does not share surface waters, and that the shared aquifers are very small and not
covered by any operational arrangement. However, for the custodian agencies to consider the answer, a singed
letter from the country is needed. Such letter was never submitted, despite the requests from the custodian
agencies and hence Oman’s response is not considered official at this stage.

Figure 1. National level of cooperation on transboundary water, and countries where further clarification is
still needed in the Arab region.
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This rate of responses is very low compared to the importance of shared water resources in the Arab
region, and it is also low compared to the other regions of the world. For instance, in Sub-Saharan Africa, 42
countries share surface water and/or groundwater resources and 33 sent back their report. In Latin America
and the Caribbean, 13 countries replied out of the 22 sharing a water body. However, in Central, Eastern,
Southern and South-Eastern Asia, the situation is similar to the Arab region where 24 out of 30 countries share
river basins but only 9 out of these 24 reported. In Europe and North America, out of the 43 countries sharing
rivers, lakes and aquifers, 40 replied which is expected especially for Europe with a well-established record of
cooperation agreements and the fact that most of these countries report under the Water Convention which
they are party to.



This low rate of responses might reflect some specificities of the Arab region regarding shared waters
such as the situations of occupation and of armed conflict, where water resources fall under foreign control
and are affected by the instable situation. For instance, it can be noted that among the states that have not
delivered any report for both SDG indicators 6.5.1 and 6.5.2 are the State of Palestine and the Syrian Arab
Republic. Such situations cannot be properly reflected under the SDG indicator 6.5.2. The water scarce
conditions of most Arab states and the perceived equivalence of water scarcity to water security in the region
further inhibits the willingness to share information on shared water resources. These in addition to other
reasons that include lack of studies on groundwater shared water resources and the lack of dedicated financial
resources to shared water resources in terms of monitoring, reporting and management.

At the same time, and contrary to the reporting under SDG indicator 6.5.2, the Arab region response
rate for SDG indicator 6.5.1 was quite high, as 19 countries out of the 22 replied, which represents a very good
rate. As mentioned above, the questionnaire for SDG indicator 6.5.1 includes queries related to cooperation on
shared water resources, to which the countries have replied, which means that the information is available and
can be transmitted under the monitoring process. However, it should be highlighted that the information
requested under each indicator differs significantly. Under SDG indicator 6.5.2, the required responses are
more quantitative and require substantiation while the responses under SDG indicator 6.5.1 are more
qualitative and are categorized based on judgement of respondent. In all cases, this elevated number of
responses for SDG indicator 6.5.1 provides a good reflection of the importance of the shared water issue in the
Arab region.

B.  Limited available regional information

With the low number of countries reporting, the collected data is inevitably limited in terms of available
information on shared water resources. Additionally, the information provided is often incomplete, or absent.
Therefore, the results obtained do not allow for a comprehensive analyzes of the full reality of SDG indicator
6.5.2 and its eventual progresses in the Arab region. Some discrepancies were also noted from the
questionnaires received which confirm the necessity to consider improving the process for the next monitoring
exercises.

On the designation of the shared water resources (Calculation of SDG indicator 6.5.2)

Some Arab countries have declared they have no shared water resources. For instance, Kuwait answered
“not appropriate” under section I and Morocco declared that shared water resources are negligible, and Qatar
mentioned that the shared aquifer with Saudi Arabia and Bahrain is not usable as it is highly saline. These
countries have therefore not filled the questionnaire which they considered as not relevant.

Another discrepancy is the declaration by one of the countries of a shared water body, but the
information is not asserted by the other riparian(s) in their own report. Although the basis for SDG indicator
6.5.2 is transboundary basins, the indicator is reported at the national level. In essence, the status of any given
transboundary basin should be identical for all countries sharing that basin however this is not the case in the
Arab region for any of the basins, see Figure 2 and Figure 3. This calls for increased coordination between
these countries. This last discordance has also been noticed also at the global level.*> An example of this is
where Jordan has reported sharing a groundwater aquifer with Saudi Arabia, but Saudi Arabia has not
completed the reporting exercise. Similarly, for the Euphrates basin which Iraq has reported on, but Turkey
and the Syrian Arab Republic have not done so. It comes from the fact that the SDG indicators are calculated
at the country level, and SDG indicator 6.5.2 is the only one related to transboundary aspects. Therefore, such
inconsistencies are not specific to the Arab region, but they remain a limitation on the information and analysis
at the level of concerned shared basins.

15 United Nations and UNESCO, 2018.



Finally, among the Arab countries that have not reported under SDG indicator 6.5.2, but have submitted
the questionnaire on SDG indicator 6.5.1, some have responded to the questions regarding shared water bodies
giving precise answers. One objective under the next reporting exercise for SDG indicator 6.5.2 is to ensure
these countries complete the questionnaire with coordinated submittals for both indicators.

Figure 2. Transboundary surface water basin level cooperation in the Arab region, including countries that
need further clarification.
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Figure 3. Transboundary groundwater basin level cooperation in the Arab region, including countries that need
further clarification.
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A.  Countries that have not declared significant shared water resources or have not reported

Several countries in the Arab region have either declared that the shared water resources are not significant to
them or have not reported. Kuwait for example returned the questionnaire with the mention “not appropriate”
to shared water resources as they do not constitute a significant source. Morocco did not send back the template,
but sent back a note, stating that its shared waters are very limited, localized and not abundant, and that there
