PAGE  
3

Strengthening the Institutions for Regional Water Management in Central Asia

Marton Krasznai, United Nations Economic Commission for Europe




Almaty, 18 November 2009

Good regional water management regimes make good neighbors
Most of the major river-basins in the world are managed jointly by riparian countries. Inter-state commissions and their supporting institutions develop agreed water-release and water-sharing regimes and ensure that development and investment in water structures for flood control, irrigation or hydropower is well-coordinated across borders and sectors. Good basin-wide water governance is a precondition for stable social and economic development of regions along shared water courses.
Problems in Central Asia: 

All Central Asian countries agree: the effectiveness of the utilization of water resources of the region is insufficient and complicated because of poor management. The relative weakness of regional institutions is part of the problem. As a result we have seen recurrent disputes over water release regimes and water distribution in recent years. The effects of these disputes go far beyond the sector itself: water (and related energy) issues are arguably the most stubborn stumbling blocks that hinder much-needed regional political, economic and environmental cooperation and integration. 
Diagnosis:

The institutional framework for water resources management established in 1992-1993 (and later modified several times) has difficulties coping with the growing challenges. The compound food-water-energy crisis in 2007-2008 was a stark reminder of this. Last October in Bishkek, the Presidents of Central Asian countries had to take urgent decisions on water release regimes and water distribution. These are decisions, which normally could have been taken earlier, at a lower level. And this was not the first case of direct involvement of the heads of state or government in crisis situations.
If compared with similar regional arrangements (the Danube, Rhine or the Mekong River Commission), Central Asian regional institutions for water resources management reveal serious flaws and weaknesses.
a) Lack of sufficient political support by all member States

Water is considered – not without reason - a strategic issue therefore decisions are often made at the highest level. As a consequence, the decision-making power and authority of regional institutions is inadequate. A vicious circle is formed:  on the one hand the implementation of top-level decision and agreements is often hindered by the weakness of the regional institutional frameworks and on the other hand no sufficient decision making authority is granted to these regional institutions.
b) Structural problems
The complex, overlapping system of national and regional institutions inevitably leads to duplication. In many areas decision-making is fragmented, and the decision-making process is often slow and cumbersome. Well-prepared, timely decision making is often substituted by last-minute agreements when vital interests of states are under threat. The ministries of energy and environment do not have a proper role in the decision making process of these bodies therefore the environmental and economic impact assessment of decisions is insufficient. Lack of effective inter-sector coordination prevents regional water-management institutions from properly taking into account competing needs of various sectors.

c) Legal basis 
Last April at the Berlin Conference “Water Unites” several delegates pointed to the urgent need to strengthen and modernize the legal basis of regional cooperation on water resources management. As the situation analysis of the GTZ rightly points out, Central Asian states do not have a set of efficient agreements for regional water management. The documents that serve as the legal basis of the functioning of regional institutions are sketchy, at best. 
International legal instruments of the UNECE would provide overall and constructive guidance for the drafting of some of these documents, once all Central Asian countries acceded to them. Deficiencies of the legal framework negatively affect the decision making process and the day to day functioning of regional institutions.  
d) Management

Regional institutions are in dire need of modern management methods supported by state of the art information and communication technology. Parts of the regional institutions could become “virtual institutions” whenever possible, relying on video-conferences and net-based solutions to reduce costs, to speed up information flows and decision-making.
e) Technical, scientific and analytical support 
In order to properly function, regional institutions would require solid technical, scientific and analytical support. This means on-line or at least regular exchange of data, an integrated, transparent and readily accessible database, more accurate forecasts thanks to better equipment and more extensive, well-resourced scientific research. All this requires the modernization of equipment (it has already started in some areas, thanks to generous support by donors, like SDC), use of state of the art technologies like satellite imagery (proposed earlier by the German Aerospace Center) the and the widespread use of computer modeling. In this context I would like to mention the CAREWIB – Central Asian Regional Water Information Base - project implemented by SIC-ICWC with the participation of UNECE. 
f) Knowledge management

Improvement in the above areas would require a large number of well-trained experts. The water-sectors should be able to attract sufficient numbers of young men and women with good foreign language skills and in-depth knowledge of the latest scientific, technological and management skills. More systematic re-training of experts on the job can alleviate the problem.
When speaking about the weaknesses of regional institutions one point has to be made very clearly: opinions on these problems differ significantly by country, by sector or by the level of hierarchy. Even studies by outside experts show a remarkable diversity of opinions.

Solutions
There is no magic bullet or ready-made solutions. Substantial and sustainable improvement requires simultaneous progress in several key areas, including, first and foremost, the generation of necessary political will to undertake badly needed reforms. While the overall directions of the reform are clear, the devil is in the details. Without a thorough lessons learned exercise, without consulting the broadest range of stakeholders, without carefully selecting the most successful solutions in other geographical regions, which might be adaptable to the specific conditions and needs of Central Asia, it is not possible to give a serious reply to this question.
The niche of the UNECE
The United Nations/UNECE can offer significant comparative advantages when it comes to the development of a comprehensive reform plan of regional institutions: a neutral, impartial framework for the highly complicated and sensitive political consultations combined with the right mix of in-house expertise in key areas of the reform. UNECE has proven its ability to build confidence among member countries, e.g. in the course of implementation of the Chu and Talas project or the dam safety project. The UNECE is not involved in areas of potential controversies, it offers relevant international legal instruments, and it is ideally positioned to transfer and adapt relevant experience from other geographical regions (e.g. the Danube, Rheine or the Mekong River Commissions – this latter having been born under the auspices of our sister Commission, UNESCAP). 

The UNECE, as the regional arm of the UN, is working closely with partners and donors like the GTZ, ADB, SDC or the European Commission. Of course it needs to rely on the broadest range of specialized advice and know-how (International Water Management Institute, the Global Water Partnership, etc) and solicit advice and assistance by the most successful regional water resources management arrangements. Since several of these are in the European Union, cooperation with the EU is essential.
The GTZ-UNECE project component
The inter-related elements of Component 1 of the GTZ project: “Regional dialogue and cooperation on water resources management” take fully into account that complex problems require a comprehensive approach, involving experts from various fields (legal, water and environmental experts, economists, management specialist, etc.) as well as transfer or modern technology, know how and training of experts. These project components are intended to address simultaneously several of the shortcomings and weaknesses of the present system of regional water resources management. 

The project element C1.1 has a key role within the Component: through addressing the legal, structural and operational weaknesses of regional institutions – IFAS, ICWC, BWO-s, CSD, SIC CSD, etc. – it aims at reducing the gap between data collection, analysis and expert advice on the one hand and decision-making on the other. It intends to develop a comprehensive proposal for the top-level policy-makers of the region on how to improve regional water resources management by delegating decisions to a modern, lean and highly effective system of regional institutions. 

We have no illusions: it is not going to be an easy task. It would require a profound change of institutional and decision-making culture, deep-going legal reform and significant technological upgrading of equipment. There is a realistic hope, however, that the compound water, energy and food crisis is generating serious political will in every Central Asian country to undertake resolute short-term and long-term action. The UNECE, working closely with its partners, offers effective tools and assistance to these countries so they can cope with these formidable challenges. 
