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Mr. Minister, Ms. Member of Parliament, Excellencies, Ladies and Gentlemen,
It is a pleasure and honor to open this conference, jointly organized by the UNECE, the Government of Germany, UNDP and the Executive Committee of the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea. First of all I would like to express my sincere gratitude to the host of this Conference, the Government of Kazakhstan, for the excellent organizational support and hospitality as well as our organizing partners for a superb teamwork!  

It is our hope that the substantial discussion started at the first “Water Unites” conference last April in Berlin and continued today is taking us towards a new start in international efforts to find effective, long-term solutions to the complex and often sensitive problems related to the regional management of water resources. I know many of you believe this is an overly optimistic and ambitious statement. I do not wish to underestimate the complexity of the issues and the utter importance of water for this region. 
Why do I believe that time has come and conditions are ripe for breaking a stalemate caused by seemingly irreconcilable interests and two-decades of recurring crises?

Why do I believe that the countries of the region and their development partners can still win the race with the increasingly dramatic effects of climate change, rapid deterioration of soil and water quality or the huge demographic pressure on limited sources of clean drinking water, agricultural production and hydro-power? My optimism is based on several recent developments.
This year’s compound food, water and energy crisis galvanized the Governments of the region and the international community to action:

An impressive amount of political will was displayed by the Presidents of Central Asian countries during their meeting in early October in Bishkek, where a regional agreement on water and energy allocation was reached for the next year. The Special Representative of the UN Secretary General also participated in their effort to find immediate solutions to the looming water and energy crisis.
Members of the UN family are now joining forces to address more effectively the water and energy crisis. The joint UN report on development risks that will be presented shortly is a concrete example of what coordination of work of UN agencies can deliver. 
The European Union recognized water and environment in Central Asia as cornerstones for development: they became one of the three pillars of the Central Asia Strategy of the Union. The deriving improved coordination – led by Italy - will certainly enhance impact of EU efforts in the region. 
Considerable resources are offered for “doable projects” by the Government of Germany under the “Berlin Water Process”, launched last April by Foreign Minister Steinmeier. The project package to be introduced today by the Ambassador of Germany is an impressive example of commitment within the Central Asia Strategy of the EU.
The moving of the Executive Committee of IFAS from Dushanbe to Almaty could be an opportunity for a new start and generate new ideas and new initiatives, building on the experience and lessons learned during the 15 years since its establishment.
This conference is expected to send a strong message to policy-makers, experts and development specialists: the compound food-water-energy crisis in 2007-2008 will not only be inevitably repeated but might become permanent, if no urgent action is taken. Global warming is causing growing irregularity of water supply in the region. Extended dry periods combined with unusually cold winters – as we had witnessed last year – can easily overstretch the capacity of existing water management systems and lead to a crisis. The long-term growth of energy prices and the pressure on Central Asian producers to expand energy exports to world markets increase the economic feasibility of large hydropower stations. An eventual decision to construct a new dam, without proper consultations with downstream countries, might result in heightened political tension. The present legal and institutional frameworks for regional water management are less and less able to cope with growing challenges. 
To develop comprehensive and long-term solutions to the complex problems related to the water-energy nexus, there is a need for a “critical mass”, which can be achieved only through close cooperation of all Central Asian governments with the UN, the European Union, international financial institutions, regional organizations such as IFAS and EurAsEC and bilateral donors. The UNECE has an indispensable role to play within this broad coalition: 

It offers a neutral UN umbrella – without conditionality, without any political or economic agenda – for the highly complicated and sensitive negotiations, which are necessary to de-block progress on several areas of water management in Central Asia.

The need to modernize the legal framework for regional water management had been repeatedly mentioned during the Berlin Conference. The international legal instruments that should guide this work are the UNECE conventions – and first of all the UNECE Water Convention.
The Water Convention contains fundamental principles for sustainable cooperation on transboundary waters which regulate daily cooperation of the absolute majority of UNECE member States that negotiated, ratified and apply it. It is important to stress that the Convention is not a “downstream countries” Convention; on the contrary, it sets clear rights and obligations for both upstream and downstream countries and stress on the importance of core principles:
-  First of all the “reasonable and equitable” use of the resources, that recognize the right of all riparian countries to development, without compromising the same rights of their neighbors. 

- Secondly the principle of sustainable development and the need to ensure the ability of future generation to meet their own needs, which should guide countries in their efforts to improve efficiency and sustainability of water use. 
- And finally, the importance of “equality and reciprocity” as a basis for cooperation between riparian countries.
In this context, other important Conventions that should guide Central Asian countries in their cooperation and management are the Protocol on Water and Health which links water management to health and other social issues, the Convention on Environmental Impact Assessment in a Transboundary Context (the Espoo Convention) and the Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and Access to Justice in Environmental Matters (the Aarhus Convention).
The UNECE and UNESCAP intend to use high-level contacts, including visits by the Executive Secretaries to the capitals of Central Asian countries, proposed by the UN Secretary General, to encourage those countries, which have not yet done so, to accede to relevant UNECE conventions. 

In my view the most effective way to assist Central Asian countries in overcoming the challenges related to the water and energy nexus is their empowerment to elaborate, agree upon and implement mutually acceptable, long-term solutions themselves. Therefore the UNECE intends to play an active role in the modernization and strengthening of regional institutions, relying on the successful experience of UN involvement in other geographical regions – such as in the case of the Mekong River. Stronger regional institutions will not only help better implement top-level agreements on water release regimes and distribution but will better coordinate the activities of the international development community. 

Confidence building is another important precondition of the elaboration of sustainable, long-term solutions. UNECE will build on its success stories that are developed applying the principles of the Water Convention– like the Chu Talas or the dam safety project – and implement more similar projects wherever the conditions are ripe for them. 
Let me just mention here much needed development of cooperation between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan on the Zerafshan River, development of regional cooperation on water quality, following-up to the assessment of the situation in the Eastern Caspian and the Amu Darya basin by the ENVSEC Partnership and the development of participatory planning and implementation processes to improve integrated water resources management in river basins under the EU Water Initiative.

When speaking about complex solutions, energy efficiency should also be mentioned. In addition to being a key precondition to finding comprehensive solutions to water and energy related issues in Central Asia it could significantly contribute to the energy security of the region. 
Water and energy are two key resources for the long-term development of Central Asia but the importance of finding comprehensive solutions to problems related to them goes far beyond these two areas. The recurrent disputes over water are perhaps the most important stumbling block hindering more rapid development of regional cooperation in Central Asia. And the countries of the region need strengthened regional cooperation if they want to successfully address such major challenges as the effects of the global financial crisis, prepare themselves for the post-oil period by diversification of their economies or preserve the stability of the region in face of such security threats as terrorism, religious extremism or trafficking in drugs, arms and human beings.

New opportunities mean a new responsibility: a responsibility to use them wisely.  Let’s have no illusions: there are no easy or short term solutions. But a new, sustainable framework for cooperation, based on international law, the political will of all Central Asian countries and the long-term commitment of their development partners offers real hope for success. 
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