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Transboundary water resources management in Southeastern Europe 

With 90% of the territory of South Eastern European (SEE) countries falling within 
shared water basins, the effective management of transboundary water bodies is of 
particular importance for the region. There are thirteen major transboundary rivers, 
four shared lakes as well as more than 50 transboundary aquifers in the region. 
More than half of the transboundary basins are shared by three or more riparian 
countries. Such a fragmented situation means that international legal frameworks 
and cooperation arrangements need to be worked out to ensure protection and 
sustainable use of transboundary water resources. 

Among key challenges regarding the management of transboundary water resources 
in the SEE are:  
- Water quality and quantity management; 
- Balancing of conflicting uses to ensure economic development and ecosystem and 

biodiversity conservation; 
- Adaptation to climate change. 

Τhere is an increasing consensus in the region that the benefits from shared waters 
should also be shared as much as possible. Nevertheless, there are still numerous 
obstacles in achieving this objective that derive from the interdependence and 
conflict that exist among different uses, coupled with the various levels of 
infrastructure, legal and institutional frameworks, policies, priorities and interests of 
each country.  

Transboundary cooperation for management of shared water bodies has been 
influenced by political and socio-economic developments on the national and 
regional level, and by bilateral relationships of the riparian countries. Agreements, 
protocols and other types of treaties have been signed in some cases, but in many 
others such steps have yet to be taken. This may be explained by the lack of 
appropriate resources and/or institutional and legal provisions or by low political 
prioritization of the issue. Still, cooperation between the basin countries has been 
initiated and is evolving in various ways. The involvement of the European Union 
(EU) and several United Nations (UN) agencies and other international organizations 
and nongovernmental organizations (NGOs) as well as donor countries has been 
important in supporting regional initiatives, investments and projects.  

Currently, the legal and institutional frameworks in many SEE countries are under 
revision. A major driving force is the prospect of EU accession. The EU Water 
Framework Directive provides a suitable framework for water management for many 
countries of the SEE. Major difficulties and gaps still exist, mostly in implementation 
of the laws. Full approximation to EU standards will need further major reforms, 
time, and extraordinary efforts by national and local administrations, along with 
adequate resources. In addition, the acquis communautaire does not affect all 
countries and definitely not at the same level and with the same urgency. 
Cooperation leading to shared benefits in the SEE is linked to the reform processes 
at the national level that are needed to provide the basis for integrated and 
sustainable management of water resources. 



Challenges at the national level that need to be addressed include: 
• A more effective approach by legal frameworks for the management of 
natural resources consistent with EU standards; 
• The design and adoption of a combined nexus of management instruments, 
integrated with development and economic policies, and coupled with efficient 
monitoring and enforcement mechanisms; 
• The development of clear and applicable procedures that will ensure public 
awareness and balanced participation in decision making; 
• The establishment of rational and operational decentralization that will allow 
efficient involvement of local communities, as well as enhance the possibility for 
cross-border cooperation at the local level; 
• The establishment of appropriately-scaled management institutions with 
clear competencies over natural resources management, along with continuous 
improvement of their capacities and coordination; 
• The development of mechanisms that will facilitate sustainable financing of 
natural resources management in accordance with the “user” and “polluter pays” 
principle, consistent also with socio-economic realities at the local level. 

Conditions and mechanisms that will lead to the building of trust towards 
cooperation need to be created and supported by the countries of SEE. Joint 
assessment and monitoring, involvement of local stakeholders etc., are both 
prerequisites and challenges. Actions such as the harmonization of rules and 
regulations for the management of shared basins and the establishment of efficient 
institutions for coordinated or possibly joint management of the shared basins can 
eventually follow.  

The fundamental prerequisite for shared benefits is the creation of a Vision for the 
management of the shared water resources. Examples such as the Rhine, Danube 
and Sava River basins provide inspiration and valuable lessons. Replication is 
feasible. The preparation of common agreed strategies at the basin level and the 
commitment of governments to work together for their promotion, is of utmost 
importance, followed by provision of the necessary resources. 

The involvement of the international community has been in some cases catalytic in 
the creation or facilitation of enabling conditions for cooperation among the riparian 
countries.    

The countries and institutions that are involved in the Petersberg Phase II / Athens 
Declaration Process as well as the activities under the framework of the UNECE 
Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and 
International Lakes are working towards the creation of such favorable conditions to 
advance cooperation for the management of shared water resources in SEE. 

 

 

 

The Petersberg Phase II Process / Athens Declaration Process (Process) 
for the South Eastern Europe is jointly coordinated by Germany, Greece and the 
World Bank.  

The Petersberg Process, initiated in 1998, concerns cooperation on the management 
of transboundary waters. The Petersberg Process – Phase II is intended to provide 
support to translate into action the current developments and opportunities for 
future cooperation on transboundary river, lake and groundwater management in 
the SEE. It is supported by the German Ministry for the Environment, Nature 
Conservation and Nuclear Safety and the World Bank. 

The “Athens Declaration” Process concerning Shared Water, Shared Future and 
Shared Knowledge was initiated in 2003. It provides a framework for a long-term 
process to support cooperative activities for the integrated management of shared 
water resources in the SEE and Mediterranean regions. It is jointly supported by the 
Hellenic Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the World Bank. 

The two processes progressively came together in order to generate synergies and 
maximize the outcomes for the benefit of the SEE region. The Global Water 
Partnership – Mediterranean (GWP-Med) is the technical facilitator of related 
activities. 

The main joint objective is to build capacity and share experience on Integrated 
Water Resources Management (IWRM), and to develop IWRM plans for shared 
water bodies as a response to the targets of the 2002 Johannesburg Summit. The 
Process supports a series of complementary activities that provide a forum for 
transboundary water management issues in SEE. The activities revolve around the 
political, economic and environmental benefits that can be realized through effective 
cooperation in the management of transboundary waters. Activities focus on a set of 
key areas and take place at an increasingly local level to facilitate a broader range of 
participants. Learning, knowledge sharing and dissemination are supported to 
strengthen capacity of cooperating parties at the institutional and individual level. 
Linkages to relevant GEF initiatives are being made as appropriate. Investments will 
not be directly supported but the exchange of ideas and experience will help to 
create conditions that enable investment in activities by public and private sources 
on the national and international level. 

Within IWRM, priority areas of focus include the following: 
- Transboundary Groundwater Management.  
- Multi-Purpose Management of Water Resources.  
- Financing Joint Management. 
- Water Governance, Public Participation and Civil Engagement. 

The Process complements the EU integration processes and other ongoing initiatives 
in the region. It contributes directly to the scope and objectives of the 
Mediterranean Component of the EU Water Initiative (MED EUWI) and the Global 
Environmental Facility (GEF) Strategic Partnership for the Mediterranean Large 
Marine Ecosystem. 



GEF IW:LEARN supports synergy in the Process and facilitates transfer of practical 
experience from GEF projects working in transboundary water bodies in the SEE 
region as well as in other parts of the world.  

More information about the Petersberg Phase II Process / Athens Declaration 
Process can be found at www.watersee.net 

 

UNECE The UNECE Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary 
Watercourses and International Lakes (UNECE Water Convention) is the only 
existing international legal framework for transboundary water cooperation. The 
Convention was signed in Helsinki in 1992 and entered into force in 1996. As of 
September 2007, 34 countries and the European Community are Parties to the 
Convention, including Albania, Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Romania and Slovenia. 
The Convention aims to protect surface and ground water by preventing 
transboundary impacts on health, safety and nature, which in turn affect the quality 
of life. It also promotes ecologically sound management of transboundary waters, 
and their reasonable and equitable use as a way of avoiding conflicts. 

Parties to the Convention are obliged to conclude specific bilateral or multilateral 
agreements providing for the establishment of joint bodies (institutional 
arrangements such as river basin commissions). These joint bodies must agree on a 
common action plan to reduce pollution, in addition to agreeing on water quality 
objectives and waste-water emission limits. They are also required to cooperate on 
information exchange and monitoring and assessment. Early warning systems must 
be established to warn neighbouring countries of any critical situation such as 
flooding or accidental pollution that may have a transboundary impact. Parties to the 
Convention are also required to inform the general public of the state of 
transboundary waters and any prevailing or future measures. 

The Convention provides a legal framework for regional cooperation on shared 
water resources. Several bilateral and multilateral agreements between UNECE 
countries are based on the principles and provisions of the Convention, including, in 
SEE, the Danube River Protection Convention and the Framework Agreement on the 
Sava River Basin.   

Under the Convention, the Protocol on Water and Health and the Protocol on Civil 
Liability were adopted in 1999 and in 2003, respectively. 

The programme of work adopted every three years by the Meeting of the Parties to 
the Convention is a useful tool to support Parties’ and non-Parties’ implementation, 
identify joint priorities and address emerging challenges. SEE is considered a priority 
action area, thus the 2007-2009 programme of work includes a number of activities 
to support ratification by non-Parties and foster cooperation on transboundary 
waters in the region. 
 

For more information please contact: 

 

 

 

Convention on the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses 
and International Lakes, Secretariat 

Palais des Nations 

CH-1211 Geneva 10, Switzerland 

Tel: +4122-9172463, -9172396 

E-mail: water.convention@unece.org 

Web: www.unece.org/env/water 

 

 
 
Global Water Partnership-Mediterranean Secretariat 

c/o MIO-ECSDE 

12, Kyrristou str., 10556 Athens, Greece 

Tel: +30210-3247490, -3247267, Fax: +30210-3317127 

E-mail: secretariat@gwpmed.org 

Web: www.gwpmed.org 
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