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Background: Pacific InstituteBackground: Pacific InstituteSummary: Peak Water, Climate, Conflict

Many kinds of water challenges, 
including “peak water” limits and 
constraints.

Water is central to the Sustainable 
Development Goals, across targets 
and goals.

Climate change can no longer be 
ignored and will complicate SDG 
implementation and sustainability.

There is a long history of conflicts 
over water and risks are growing, 
with complex causes.

Integrated solutions (technology, 
economics, management, policy) are 
all needed.

• SDG 6

• Ensure availability and 
sustainable management of 
water and sanitation for all

• SDG 13 

• Take urgent action to combat 
climate change and its impacts



Energy Agriculture

Infrastructure Forestry

Environment

Public Health

Water

Water Connects to Everything

http://d.yimg.com/us.yimg.com/p/afp/20071128/capt.sge.eob95.281107220441.photo00.photo.default-512x336.jpg


Climate Changes Already Influence Extremes 

(and we’ve know for decades)

“The evidence that humans 
are changing the water cycle 
of the United States is 
increasingly compelling.”
(National Assessment Climate Report, 2000)
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The Water Conflict Chronology
(www.worldwater.org)

Photo: David J. Phillip AP 2017



The Water Conflict Chronology
(www.worldwater.org)

http://worldwater.org/water-conflict/



The Water Conflict Chronology

Gleick, 2019. Water as a Weapon and Casuality of Conflict. Water Resources Management. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11269-019-02212-z



Syrian Civil War: Multiple Factors
Demographics, Hydroclimatology, Technology, Policy

Euphrates River Runoff Population of Syria

Irrigation Method, Syria

Winter Precipitation Deficit/Drought



How many water conflicts would be 
lessened, solved or prevented by more 
sustainable use of water overall?

These are the same issues addressed by the World Bank’s 

work on Water and Fragility, including: “Water Management in 

Fragile Systems: Building Resilience to Shocks and 

Protracted Crises in The Middle East and North Africa "

https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/handle/10986/30307


Reducing the Risks of Water Conflicts

• Technical (address peak water)
• Improve efficiency of water use in all sectors
• Explore new supply options

• Economic (improve efficient allocation/use)
• Reduce water subsidies; price water properly
• Modernize agricultural water use; invest in infrastructure

• Management (address institutional fragility)
• Public/ private/ community systems
• Joint basin management
• Dispute resolution mechanisms

• Political (move toward cooperation)
• Effective and comprehensive water-sharing agreements
• Equitable water rights allocations and control
• International humanitarian law (“Laws of War”)



Summary and Recommendations

• There are strong and growing links between 
water, energy, climate, and security.

• Conflicts over water seem to be worsening.

• The failure to address them will lead to 
inappropriate actions and unnecessary risks, 
especially in fragile states.

• Smart policies can be efficient and effective, but 
trends are in the wrong direction.

• Strategies that are appropriate for moving toward 
“sustainable water” broadly are also important in 
this context.



“It is one thing to find fault with an 
existing system. It is another thing 
altogether, a more difficult task, to 

replace it with another approach that is 
better.” 

Nelson Mandela (2000)
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