Recommendations for water management in transboundary river basins
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Following, I present a series of teachings and recommendations, based in our experience in the Rio Grande, that it is worthwhile to point out and which can be replicated in other regions of the world:

1. Water in transboundary river basins, including that of all the tributaries that converge in the main channel of shared rivers, should be managed in an integral manner.

2. Water is one of the drivers of development and, for that reason, the type of activities that can be supported by each region should be established based on water availability.

3. It is recommended that planning of the development of river basins be based on scenarios taking into account the occurrence of droughts.
4. The operation of dams in a shared river basin should consider both the existing volume of water and the possibility of the occurrence of future runoff in order not to produce a false notion of abundance that leads to a situation involving scarcity that is hard to overcome.
5. With the participation of all users, it is fundamental to regulate the utilization and distribution of surface and groundwater in river basins and to create instruments enabling us to monitor the application of the measures that have been agreed upon.

6. In view of the uncertainty of the occurrence of rainfall, it is recommended that in treaties and regulations for water distribution that are related to the management of international waters, percentage distribution criteria be established in the face of different scenarios, instead of fixed volumes to be delivered.

7. Indicators to be used for applying water distribution criteria should be easily measured and widely publicized among users; examples considered to be appropriate are runoff of previous years and current water storage in the dams of the river basin on a particular date; when rain forecasts are more exact and reliable, it will be advisable to take them into account when defining water distribution criteria.
8. In consensuses with users, it is likely that not all of them accept solutions that are optimal from a technical standpoint, but it will be possible to achieve points of agreement and generate the motivation necessary for implementing the actions that have been agreed upon.

9. In zones where water is scarce, it is possible that even with efficient water use on the part of all users it is not possible to assign water allocations for the minimum volumes required for priority uses, and for that reason it will be necessary to agree upon transfers of water from other river basins.

10. Water transfers should take into account compensatory measures for the river basin granting its water, as well as the cases and conditions under which the transfer will be performed; we should bear in mind that aside from being an element indispensable for life, water has an economic value that must be acknowledged.
11. It is important to have organizations responsible for the management of transboundary waters that receive recognition and support from the governments involved, and in which there is mutual respect, harmony, and professionalism among all participants. These entities should be responsible, among other issues, for example, for signing official documents of commitment to settle possible differences, agreeing upon measurements of volumes of water stored and runoff, and organizing binational or multinational summit meetings.

12. Technical cadres or work groups should be created to provide users with advice regarding the measures to be applied for the purpose of dealing with droughts under better conditions.

13. The actions needed to achieve efficient use of water require the expenditure of considerable financial resources, for which reason it is fundamental to make a suitable selection of the different sources of funding.
14. It is advisable to establish banks financed and administered by the countries involved, which aid in implementing a series of environmental and water-related projects to benefit the inhabitants of the river basin.

15. Moreover, it is also recommended to create a binational or multinational commission that takes on the responsibility of certifying projects on the basis of a public consultation.

16. To achieve true development of these river basins, it is indispensable to assign planning a major role; equally important is to afford continuity to the actions agreed upon through the active participation of users and authorities.

17. Efficient water use is essential for achieving the development of a river basin, and so aside from sensitivity campaigns to build awareness among the population concerning the need for proper use and conservation of water and the implementation of efficient systems for measuring use and billing and collecting fees for it, we need to apply legal instruments that penalize waste or squandering of this resource; without a suitable legal framework that is enforced effectively, efficient water use will be most difficult to accomplish.
Lastly, we should mention the importance of always bearing in mind that the sustainable management of transboundary river basins should be sought by means of adequate distribution and utilization of water among the different users of the countries sharing those river basins, while at the same time guaranteeing water availability for present and future generations.
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