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Data and “Prevailing Wisdom”: 
Conflict and Cooperation over 
Transboundary Waters
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Water and Conflict“Fierce competition for fresh water may well become a 

source of conflict and wars in the future.” – Kofi Annan, 

March 2001
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A Project of Oregon State University 

and the Northwest Alliance for Computational Science

• Reference to 3,600 water-related treaties (805-1997)

• Full-text of 700+ treaties and 40 US compacts, entered in computer database 
through 2019.

• Detailed negotiating notes (primary or secondary) from fourteen case-studies of 
water conflict resolution

• Bibliography of “State of the Art” of water dispute resolution literature

• News files on cases of acute water-related disputes

• Indigenous methods of water dispute resolution

The Transboundary Freshwater 
Dispute Database 18
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Source: De Stefano, L., P. Edwards, L. de Silva and A. T. Wolf 2010. “Tracking Cooperation and Conflict in International 

Basins: Historic and Recent Trends.” Water Policy. Vol 12 No 6 pp 871–884. Adapted with permission of the authors.
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Three things we learned from data:

1. Cooperation is prevalent.
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Indicators of conflict include: 

• Climate

• Water stress

• Population

• Level of development

• Dependence on hydropower

• Dams or development per se

• “Creeping” changes:

 general degradation of quality

 climate change induced hydrologic variability
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Human Development Index Vs. BAR Scale

(By Country)
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BASINS AT RISK: Working Hypothesis

Early Warning for Hot Spots

“The likelihood of conflict rises as the rate of change within 

the basin exceeds the institutional capacity to absorb that 

change.”

Primarily upstream dams in the 
absence of an agreement 
about how to deal with their 
impacts.
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Three things we learned from data:

1. Cooperation is prevalent.

2. Indicators are not what we thought.
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Three things we learned from data:

1. Cooperation is prevalent.

2. Indicators are not what we thought.

3. Data is not enough.
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Emotional

Mental

Spiritual

Physical

Four Worlds in Water:
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• Promotes a global 

water governance 

culture 

• Facilitates

“customized” solutions

• Enhance cooperation 

among stakeholders.

• Universities Partnership 

on Transboundary 

Waters -17 partners on 

five continents.

• A state-of-the-art GIS 

collection of 

international river basins

• Online databases 

documenting 

transboundary water 

treaties & events

• Can be used to better 

understand water-

related conflict and 

cooperation

• Skill-building 
training

• Integrate human, 
policy and scientific 
dimensions of 
water resources 
within the 
framework of 
governance and 
sustainability

• Practicum and real-
world problem 
solving 

Oregon State University

Program in Water Conflict Management and Transformation

Professional/

Graduate Certificate 

Program

Transboundary 

Freshwater Dispute 

Database (TFDD)

Partnerships
Facilitations and 

Workshops

• Collaborative 
Facilitations and 
Mediations 

• Skills-building 
workshops to 
promote 
cooperation
between 
stakeholders
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Database Foundations

Wolf et al. 1999. “International River Basins of the World.” International Journal 
of Water Resources Development 15 (4): 387–427. 
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Database Foundations
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Database Foundations
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Spatial Database

https://transboundarywaters.science.oregonstate.edu/content/transboundary-freshwater-spatial-database
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International Freshwater Treaties Database

Giordano et al. 2013. “A review of 

the evolution and state of 

transboundary freshwater 

treaties.” International 

Environmental Agreements: 

Politics, Law and Economics. 14 

(3).
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International Freshwater Treaties Database

https://transboundarywaters.science.orego

nstate.edu/content/international-

freshwater-treaties-database
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International Freshwater Treaties Database

18
 M

a
rc

h
 2

0
2

0

21



International Water Events Database

https://transboundarywaters.science.oregonstate.edu/content/international-water-event-database
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International Water Events Database
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Using the Data: Hydropolitical Tension

UNEP-DHI and UNEP (2016). Transboundary River Basins: Status and Trends. United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP), Nairobi.
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Thank you! 

Dr. Melissa McCracken
Post-Doctoral Scholar
Oregon State University
mccrackm@oregonstate.edu

Dr. Aaron Wolf
Professor of Geography
Oregon State University
wolfa@geo.oregonstate.edu

Program in Water Conflict Management and Transformation:
https://transboundarywaters.science.oregonstate.edu/

Transboundary Freshwater Dispute Database:
https://transboundarywaters.science.oregonstate.edu/content/transboundary-
freshwater-dispute-database
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