A2 Geography: Water Conflicts

Case Study: Okavango River & Delta

The risks of water insecurity: Water is increasingly a geopolitical issue, with competition for natural resources across international and interregional borders.
Aims:
· To investigate conflicts where several users put demands on the same water supply

· Use a case study to explore a trans-boundary supply issue

	The sharing of trans-boundary water resources is increasingly becoming one of the most contentious issues confronting sustainable utilization of water resources. While allocation between upstream and downstream users continues to be constrained by lack of adequate data and uncertainties on future availability because of global climate change.


	Africa’s Okavango drainage basin where sustainable use of the Okavango River’s water by Angola, Namibia and Botswana is threatened by disagreement over quantities each of these countries can abstract.

	Tensions can escalate into conflict when upstream countries deny their downstream counterparts adequate access by disproportionately exploiting resources within their boundaries.
	Both Namibia and Botswana are in severe drought and as a result of this there is a large conflict concerning the use of the river's water.


	The Okavango drainage basin is from a broad perspective a water poor region that straddles three countries; Angola, Namibia, Botswana. It has a population of about 580 000 people and covers an estimated 530 000km2. 
	For Southern Africa, drought has prompted the consideration of ambitious projects such as the transfer of water from the Congo River southward to augment supplies in the Okavango basin via the

Okavango system.



	The major water-utilization issues in this area relate to increasing scarcity amidst escalating demands because of a fast growing population that has been projected to increase from 580 000 in 2000 to 1.686 million by 2020


	The major shared river is the Okavango which sustains the Okavango Delta by contributing 76.5% of all inflow into the system with the remaining 23.5% coming from direct rainfall



	Namibia plans to build a dam for hydroelectric power on their stretch of the river. These dams will not only change the flow of the river, but trap nutrient rich sediment that is one of the fundamental building blocks of the lush Okavango delta downstream in Botswana. 

	Although the Okavango River Basin Commission has been put in place to promote co-management, it operates in a vacuum because it has no mandate to enforce water distribution and conflict resolution procedures and remains severely constrained by bureaucracy and reluctance by government departments to share information. Lack of adequate hydrological data continues to undermine the formulation of collective water distribution strategies by hindering the adoption of effective sharing arrangements. Another problem is that collaboration entails voluntary surrender of sovereign claims so Namibia and Botswana would be obliged to compensate Angola for losses associated with collaboration. Reluctance to do so and lack of objective criteria to guide the determination of such compensation have tended to encourage individual claims of vaguely defined shares of the Okavango basin’s transboundary water resources. 


	Mean annual rainfall decreases from north to south; 1 300mm in Angola’s Cubango-Cuito catchment and 400mm around Orapa in Botswana. Annual runoff averages 300mm in Angola declining to ~80mm at Dirico. Because of these hydrological distinctions, 95% of the basin’s estimated 10000 million cubic meters of annual runoff is mobilized in Angola. 

	The basin straddles sub-humid climatic zones in Angola through semi-arid to arid climatic zones in northern Namibia and Botswana where freshwater sources are scarce.

	In Namibia, high population densities along the Okavango River (40-100/km2), rapid population growth (7.5%/annum) and a projected increase in population from 179 400 in 2000 to 216 000 by 2020 imply increased water use at levels that might be difficult to sustain. Though Namibia’s use of water from the Okavango River has been argued to be within sustainable limits future plans to increase offtake through the Eastern Water Carrier threaten to diminish downstream flows to Botswana.

	The basin's source in the Angolan Province of Cuando Cubango is relatively undeveloped with few water demands made upon the watercourses of the source sub-basins, the Cubango and Cuito.

	Most of the river is currently undeveloped and is recognized as one of the few "near pristine" rivers in the world. 
	Though Botswana has repeatedly voiced concern over the potential negative effects of increased water use by Namibia and Angola, its own present and anticipated future use has been a major cause of concern. 



	A = Angola: most powerful by virtue of its control of the basin’s principal sub-catchment.

B =Namibia: intermediate influence but less powerful than A 

C =Botswana: very little influence because of its downstream position.

Under these circumstances cooperation is difficult because:

(a) Coalition between (A) and (B) or (C) undermines the isolated player.

(b) A’s overwhelming control over water resources implies domination of its coalition partner.

(c) Neither B nor C would voluntarily undertake a subservient partnership with A.


	The possible actions are options that can be adopted to form strategies designed to enhance realisation of preferred outcomes. In the case of the Okavango basin, a water crisis is the most unfavourable of all possible outcomes. For Botswana and Namibia, the survival strategy is to ensure that Angola’s consumption is minimized but Angola is unlikely to compromise its interests in the name of collective partnership without some form of compensation. This situation can be visualized as a trilateral conflict which is characterised by power variances


	The OKACOM Agreement and new level of trust and understanding may allow the water users in the basin to move away from a model of strict water rights to one of basin-wide “benefit-sharing.” The contracting parties have discussed creating a trans-frontier wildlife park for tourists, along with other methods of sharing tourist-related revenue. Tourists would move freely among the three basin states within the park’s confines, thus experiencing a variety of habitats and spreading revenues around the region. The park would bring more than just money: increasing the amount of protected territory might decrease the pressures on the animal population in Botswana. In addition, Angola’s newly formed Ministry of Environmental Affairs has proposed that former combatants be hired as game wardens. Benefit-sharing would allow Angola to exchange its water rights for help with its pressing issues like relocating displaced people and removing land mines and unexploded ordnance. For example, Botswana could assist Angola’s reconstruction in return for an assured flow quantity on the Okavango. 


	The United Nations Department of Economic and Social Affairs (UNDESA) is assisting the riparian countries maintain these benefits which requires agreement over the sharing of both the benefits and associated liabilities (to include those of an environmental and ecological nature) through joint management of the basin's water resources. To do this UNDESA is supporting The Permanent Okavango River Basin Commission (OKACOM) which was established in September 1994 with a declared political agreement to work toward joint management of the basin. The 1994 OKACOM Agreement, the 1995 SADC Protocol on Shared Watercourse Systems and the 1997 UN Convention on the law of the non-navigational uses of international watercourses provide a framework for such an agreement. Under the OKACOM Agreement, the riparian countries are working toward the implementation of an Integrated Management Plan (IMP) for the basin on the basis of an Environmental Assessment (EA). At the request of UNDP, UNDESA has been providing technical assistance to OKACOM since 1995 in preparing a transboundary diagnostic analysis of the basin and mobilising funding through the Global Environmental Facility (GEF) and other bi-lateral donors.


	The river provides many benefits in the basin, especially in the arid tail end where annual flooding of the delta provides a wealth of ecosystem goods and services such as reeds and thatching grass, firewood, fish, nutrients for flood recession farming, drinking water for wildlife, livestock and people on which local communities have depended for centuries. In the future, the delta’s health and existence may be threatened by climate change, unsustainable use by local people and faced with the challenge of balancing the competing and at times conflicting development needs in the basin. 

	The Okavango is the last great undeveloped river in Africa - but it may not remain so for long. The countries it flows through, now want to use Okavango waters to help develop their economies. Unless a binding agreement is made, the river and its water could become a potential source of regional conflict. 



	The Okavango delta, a World Heritage Site, is home to a diversity of plant and animal life, virtually unrivalled in Africa. The delta's natural wealth supports over a million people - and they are worried that if the river is developed upstream the delta will dry out and they'll lose their lifeline. 


	The end of Angola’s 27 years of civil war seems like it could only benefit the region. However, the thousands of refugees returning home will put more pressure on the river’s resources as proposed dams divert water for agriculture and other development. 

	The Okavango River Basin Commission (OKACOM) was formed by the three countries in 1994 to try and resolve the conflict before the river system is drastically altered. The Commission relies on joint management to balance the needs of people and the ecosystem and is a partner in the 'Water for Peace' project, a programme of Green Cross International and UNESCO (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization). Water for Peace is aimed at the prevention of conflicts and promotion of cooperation over water resources in six international river basins.
	The total combined quantity of water currently abstracted by all three countries from the river system, and the proposed increases in these amounts, is still small in relation to the mean annual flow levels of the river. However the overall requirement for future natural resource use by local populations remains essential to ensure livelihood sustainability throughout the Okavango river basin and is landuse changes. Scenarios of change indicate that future dam development, general water abstraction and deforestation throughout the basin until 2025 appear to have less impact on river flow than climate change. Climate change scenarios predicting drier conditions appear (in conjunction with increased abstractions) to have serious impacts particularly on the southern reaches of the Delta. This may result not only in decreased natural resource useage but may also minimise groundwater recharge. This has the potential to adversely affect the 47000 people living in Maun and the surrounding areas along the downstream Boteti and Kunyere rivers (Botswana)


	The United Nations Development Programme has also estimated that by 2025, about one in two Africans will be living in countries that are confronted with water stress or water scarcity. (The term water stress describes a situation in which each person in a country has access to less than 1,500 cubic metres of water every year. In cases of water scarcity, this amount is reduced to 1,000 cubic metres.)

	Discussions about this system have centred on plans to construct a pipe to divert water from the Okavango River to the Namibian capital, Windhoek, to promote development and give that country greater water security. The proposal has generated intense debate, not least amongst conservationists who fear the move might drain water from the Okavango Delta, one of Africa's great wilderness areas.

	As Angolan refugees return to the water-rich region formerly dominated by rebels, the country’s priorities are “people, land mines, and then environment’. The civil war devastated Angola’s communities, which suffer from starvation, lack basic infrastructure, and are infested with land mines. However, water is relatively abundant in Angola, and using those resources could help it build a sustainable economy.


	The OKACOM Agreement establishes the Permanent Okavango River Basin Water Commission (OKACOM), also referred to as the "Commission", whose objective is "to act as technical advisor to the Contracting Parties (the Governments of the three states) on matters relating to the conservation, development and utilisation of the resources of common interest to the Contracting Parties (basin member states) and shall perform such other functions pertaining to the development and utilisation of such resources as the Contracting Parties may from time to time agree to assign to the Commission".


	Botswana’s leaders want to preserve the delta’s status quo to increase tourism; in 1996, Botswana unilaterally registered the delta as a Ramsar Wetland of International Importance without consulting its upstream neighbours. Botswana’s conservation efforts have limited inhabitants’ traditional hunting, farming, and fishing rights, so now many rely on income from providing services to tourists who visit the upscale lodges located in the delta. Although Botswana earns significant revenue from these lodges, local communities have not received an increase in living standards; many villages lack basic health care and educational opportunities. 

	In 1994, the governments of Botswana, Angola, and Namibia agreed to form the Permanent Okavango River Basin Water Commission, known as OKACOM, to manage the river basin. Due to vast distances and lack of transportation in the region, OKACOM can only officially meet once a year; some representatives must travel for three days to attend.



	Despite the complex web of relationships, conflict is not an inevitable outcome of sharing resources, and that by collaborating to manage the basin, the three countries can improve the livelihoods of their citizens and contribute to the development of peace in post-war Angola.


	Namibia, one of the most arid countries in Southern Africa, sees the river as a source for municipal, industrial, and agricultural uses, and national leaders are considering building a 250 km pipeline to bring a small portion of the river’s flow to the capital city of Windhoek to increase its supplies of freshwater. According to Namibia’s Ministry of Agriculture, 250,000 people outside the Kavango region will need future access to water from the Okavango to sustain their socioeconomic activities. that Namibians in the Kavango region enjoy socioeconomic stability: over 70 percent are unemployed, and three quarters of the region’s households spend over 60 percent of their income on food.



Exam Question

‘Assess the extent to which conflict can arise where different users use the same source of water’. (15 marks)
