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1. Excellencies, ladies and gentlemen, first of all I am honoured to welcome you to the high-level segment on Central Asia in the framework of the Meeting of the Parties to the Water Convention. In particular, I am grateful to the panellists for accepting our invitation. I am personally very pleased that almost all Central Asian countries, as well as Parties from outside Central Asia, are represented in the two panels.
2. Central Asia is a region where transboundary water cooperation and cooperation on water-related energy issues are a necessity for prosperity and well-being of the population, for sustainable development, the protection of resources, and peace and security. The fact that the high-level segment is devoted to transboundary water cooperation in Central Asia shows our joint commitment to work further for the development of this region. 
3. In UNECE, under the Water Convention, we have been expanding our work in Central Asia in the past few years to improve the current system of water management. Let me illustrate this with two examples of where UNECE has managed to take advantage of windows of political opportunity to move cooperation further: the establishment of the Chu-Talas Commission and our work on dam safety.   

4. The Chu-Talas Rivers Commission was inaugurated in July 2006. This bilateral Commission, in which Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan have equal standing, now oversees the implementation of a bilateral agreement. The Chu-Talas Commission makes it possible for the two countries to share responsibility for water infrastructure used by both. As part of the agreement, Kazakhstan has agreed to pay part of the operating and maintenance expenses for a number of Kyrgyz dams and reservoirs that operate for the benefit of both countries. Our current project, supported by Finland and in cooperation with OSCE, helps broaden the existing cooperation. At the Commission’s most recent meeting, the countries decided to expand their cooperation to several additional installations, as well as to make arrangements for joint funding of the secretariat. This cooperation is frequently referred to as a breakthrough in water relations in Central Asia.
4. The second example I would like to mention is our work on dam safety in Central Asia, kindly supported by Finland and pursued jointly with the Executive Committee of the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea. Central Asia has more than 100 major dams and other water control facilities, mostly on rivers shared by different countries. The dams are aging and are not adequately maintained. Meanwhile, the number of people living downstream the dams is growing. Two important issues to deal with are national safety legislation and its implementation, and regional cooperation on dam safety, including the establishment of early warning systems between the countries. This direction of work has proven unexpectedly important in terms of confidence-building. All five Central Asian countries have a real interest in improved dam safety, and the project has become a platform for substantive cooperation in the region.

5. Other examples of what UNECE is doing in the region, in cooperation with other partners and organizations, include the CAREWIB project (Central Asian Regional Water Information Base), a recent Water Quality Project and the National Policy Dialogues on integrated water resources management. 
6. The present system for regional water resources management in Central Asia has helped to avoid open conflict. However, it has repeatedly demonstrated its inability to harmonize the interests of upstream and downstream countries. The challenges will be even more serious in the future with the emerging impacts of climate change. Improving the current system for water management in Central Asia is a priority for the region and is an important area of work for UNECE. The new UNECE programme, supported by the German Government in the framework of the Berlin Water Process, specifically aims to increase capacity and improve institutional arrangements for transboundary water cooperation, with a focus on the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea.
7. The involvement of UNECE in Central Asia builds on our neutral engagement in regional discussions of water management over the past few years, and relies on the solid framework of the UNECE environmental conventions. The UNECE Water Convention is much-needed, as it provides the ground rules for transboundary water cooperation in the region. It is a common platform on which countries can build cooperation and negotiate the competing demands of energy, agriculture, economic and social development and environmental protection, as well as the growing pressures of climate change.
8. As clearly demonstrated in the Guide to Implementation that the MOP [discussed / adopted Tuesday], the Water Convention includes all relevant principles of international water law: the principle of equitable and reasonable use, the obligation to take all necessary measures to prevent significant harm, and the principle of cooperation. The Convention covers both water quality and water quantity issues.
9. The strength of the Convention is that it provides for the mechanisms to ensure implementation of these principles. Such mechanisms include bilateral and multilateral agreements, joint bodies, consultations and mutual assistance upon request.
10. The Convention is a framework, a framework flexible enough to enable Parties to take into account their respective specific situations. It is a framework concrete enough to ensure that the Parties have workable mechanisms in place to build cooperation.
11. The 35 countries which are Parties to the Convention include both upstream and downstream States. The ground rules provided by the Water Convention are such that both upstream and downstream countries can win by finding not only ways to solve their immediate problems, but also a process for permanent cooperation on peace, security and prosperity.

12. These past few days, the Meeting of the Parties has signalled the Parties’ strong intention to have the amendment to the Convention enter into force. This brings even more value to the role the Convention can play as a legal framework for water cooperation in Central Asia, including with Afghanistan. 
13. The Meeting of the Parties offers all the Parties, on an equal footing, a forum to discuss challenges, provides guidance for implementation and facilitates mutual assistance between Parties, including exchange of experience and financial support for projects and activities. This is a great strength of the Convention and makes it a unique framework instrument in international water law. Today’s meeting illustrates these advantages very well.
14. The Water Convention does not provide immediate solutions. However it is a workable and efficient instrument for transboundary water cooperation and the most relevant framework for transboundary water cooperation in the region. We have no illusions as to the complexity and difficulty of developing transboundary water cooperation in Central Asia. Knowing how much time and effort it took to establish well-functioning river basin commissions on other rivers in Europe and Asia, we are acutely aware of the need for much hard work. 
15. With the ongoing reality of climate change, we all need to understand the urgency of agreeing upon proper framework to ensure good and permanent cooperation on transboundary waters in Central Asia. The UNECE and its Water Convention stand ready to provide support for these endeavours.
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