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By combining data from 2017 and 2020, it is 

possible to calculate the indicator for 101 of the 

153 countries that share transboundary rivers, 

lakes and aquifers. These data show that the 

global average of the indicator value 

(percentage of transboundary basin area in a 

country covered by an operational arrange-

ment) is 58 per cent.  

Thirty-two countries now report having 90 per 

cent or more of their transboundary basin area 

covered by operational arrangements 

(compared with 22 in 2017). Only 24 of those 

countries report having met the target of having 

all of their transboundary basins covered 

(compared with 17 in 2017). In relation to river 

and lake basins, Europe and North America 

show the fullest coverage of operational arran-

gements, with 27 out of 42 countries reporting 

that operational arrangements cover 90 per 

cent or more of their transboundary river and 

lake basin area. This is followed by sub-

Saharan Africa, where 18 of 42 countries repor-

ted that 90 per cent or more of their transboun-

dary river and lake basin area is covered by 

operational arrangements. For Central, Eastern, 

Southern and South-Eastern Asia combined, 

only six countries out of 15 have 90 per cent or 

more of their basin area covered by operational 

arrangements, followed by Latin America and 

the Caribbean where only four out of 22 count-

ries have 90 per cent or more of their basin 

area covered by operational arrangements. Fi-

nally, in the North Africa and Western Asia   

region, only one out of 17 countries reported 

having 90 per cent or more of its basin area co-

vered by operational arrangements. The situa-

tion in Europe and North America is also the 

most advanced for transboundary aquifers, with 

24 out of 36 countries sharing transboundary 

aquifers reporting that operational arrangements 

cover 70 per cent or more of their transboun-

dary aquifer area. However, for most countries 

in Central, Eastern, Southern and South-

Eastern Asia, Latin America and the Caribbean, 

and Northern Africa and Western Asia, despite 

the importance of groundwater within the arid 

and semi-arid climates found in large parts of 

these regions, operational arrangements cover 

only 30 per cent or less of their transboundary 

aquifer area. Sub-Saharan Africa presents a 

more intermediate situation, although the majo-

rity of countries still report that operational ar-

rangements for transboundary aquifers are lac-

king, or they have reported difficulties in obtai-

ning the requisite aquifer data.  

Cooperation between Kazakhstan and Uzbekis-

tan on the Syr Darya, between Mozambique 

and Zimbabwe on the Buzi River Basin, and 

between Botswana, Namibia and South Africa 

on the Stampriet Transboundary Aquifer highlig-

hts that sometimes countries can take relatively 

straightforward steps to trigger cooperation and 

accelerate progress towards ensuring that ope-

rational arrangements cover all their transboun-

dary basins. Key components in support of the-

se steps include financing, capacity develop-

ment, political will, and data collection and 

exchange  
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 • Transboundary waters account for 60 per cent of 

the world’s freshwater flows and 153 countries have 

territory within at least one of the 286 transboundary 

river and lake basins and 592 transboundary aquifer 

systems. Cooperation over these waters offers multip-

le benefits and is an important contributor to many 

SDGs.  

• 129 out of 153 countries sharing transboundary ba-

sins (rivers, lakes and aquifers) submitted reports, 

compared with 107 in 2017. Despite the COVID-19 

pandemic, this shows that countries have responded 

extremely positively to the second monitoring exerci-

se, which is in itself a positive sign of country commit-

ment to transboundary water cooperation at the global 

level. Greater engagement has improved data quality.  

• However, only 32 countries have 90 per cent or 

more of their transboundary basin area covered 

by operational arrangements, of which only 24 co-

untries have all of their basin area covered.(Based on 

101 of the 153 countries sharing transboundary rivers, 

lakes and aquifers having on average 58 per cent of 

their basin area covered by operational arrangements 

(figure based on combined data from 2017 and 2020).  
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Ensuring that operational arrangements cover all 

transboundary basins by 2030 will therefore require 

a significant acceleration in effort.  

In line with the United Nations Decade of Action 

(United Nations General Assembly, 2019) and the 

SDG 6 Global Acceleration Framework (UN-Water, 

2020a), efforts should focus on a number of key 

acceleration areas, including:  

• addressing data gaps, especially in relation to the 

coverage and dynamics of transboundary aquifers, 

as a trigger for sustained cooperation  

• upscaling capacity development as a critical pre-

cursor to the negotiation and implementation of 

operational arrangements for transboundary water 

cooperation  

• capitalizing on the global water conventions and 

draft articles on the law of transboundary aquifers 

as a basis upon which to develop new arrange-

ments or revise existing ones at the basin or sub-

basin level  

• mobilizing political will for transboundary water 

cooperation by coupling it with other critical issues 

related to sustainability, climate change, poverty 

alleviation and peace  
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