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A tool to stop Water Wars
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Many conflicts are triggered or ignited by water
scarcity.
Let’s look at Sudan, Ethiopia, Iraq or Afghanistan. Arid lands where water scarcity leads to
poor harvests, the death of livestock, extreme
poverty, despair. Governments lose legitimacy.
Extremist groups gain supporters. And voilà! We
got ourselves a war!

consequence of climate change, but also a manifestation of inadequate water management that
affects local economies and social relations.
Let’s take a closer look at the case of Iraq. Concerns about the lack of clean water, limited access to
electricity and high unemployment were associated with broader concerns about corruption,
inequality and poor government performance.
When the protests were repressed with force,
anger among the protesters increased. Consequently, the initial disturbances over basic needs
turned into a more violent and deeper political
crisis as the State’s legitimacy was undermined,
which led to an escalation of the conflict.

According to data from the Pacific Institute in
California, water-related violence has increased
significantly in the last decade: reported incidents more than doubled in the last ten years
compared to previous decades.
Despite these often alarming and seemingly direct links between water-related challenges and
conflict risks, there is limited knowledge of the
exact relationship between the two. Yet the tension over water scarcity is increasing across the
world with a third of the world’s population living in countries with high levels of water stress.
In most cases, these situations are not only a

While the international community recognizes
the need to address water-related risks for reasons that go far beyond the water sector, finding
the most effective and timely way to do so is not
easy. The solution may have been born in the
Netherlands.
Water, Peace and Security (WPS) has developed
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a global water conflict forecasting tool to help intervene before conflict breaks out.
This is the first time that environmental factors
such as drought are being used to predict where
the next conflict will occur.

der sense, also including displacement and migration, instability, fragility, etc.). Part of this is
certainly due to the work of the WPS partnership
and its global tool as well as its work in specific
countries (zooming in, in order to better understand local dynamics) and its overall analytical
work on water and conflict. The last years have,

Using satellite imagery data, researchers can me-

asure how much moisture is exuding from crops,
which gives them a sense of how healthy they
are. If harvests are not going well, the risk factor
for conflict increases. The machine learning model combines this data with more traditional methods of conflict prediction, with indicators such
as political instability, to present a more complete picture of the probability of a war happening.

first of all, increased knowledge on the various
forms of conflict that water can trigger, as this is
not only conflict in the form of communities or
countries competing over scarce water, but also,
for instance, in the form of protests, non-state
violence, government delegitimization, etc. Secondly, there has been a considerable increase in
knowledge on the intervening factors that determine whether a water-related threat will lead to
conflict and at which intensity this conflict might
occur. Such factors include water-specific issues
as rapid change in water availability, as well as
non-water-specific issues, such as governance
challenges, rapid population growth, pre-existing conflict in other areas, etc.”, states Susanne
Schmeier, Associate Professor of Water Law and

Are we now closer to understanding and minimizing the influence of water on conflicts?
“I think a lot of progress has been made over the
past years in better understanding the linkages
between water-related threats (floods, droughts,
scarcity, pollution, etc.) and conflict (in the broa-
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Diplomacy at IHE Delft and WPS Coordinator.
There are more than 80 indicators analyzed, with an information history of 20 years. The tool is able
to use what it ‘learned’ about the correlations between variables to predict conflicts for the next 12
months, given current conditions.
Overall, the model captures 86% of future conflicts and the results are promising. “It is difficult to
determine specific cases of success in a sense that a certain water-specific intervention would prevent
or solve a conflict, not least because water-related conflicts are also always driven by a myriad of other
factors such as governance and because it is scientifically difficult to “prove” that a conflict has been
prevented, or resolved, as we do not know what the counterfactual situation would have looked like.
However, we can say that some of the work we do has indeed helped to mitigate water-related conflicts.
For instance, bringing together representatives of farmers, herders and fishermen in Mali together
with representatives of the security sector has allowed those working on security in the Inner Niger
Delta to understand which role water plays in the conflicts within the region, helping them include
conflict-sensitive water management in the solutions they implement to reduce conflict and violence.
At a different level, we have also been briefing different international organizations, including the
United Nations, and we are confident that this contributes to the topic being much more relevant at
that high global level”, adds Schmeier.

There are more than
80 indicators analyzed, with
an information history of
20 years. The tool is able to
use what it ‘learned’ about the
correlations between variables
to predict conflicts for the next
12 months.

Do you want to try to predict the future in your region?
The tool is available online:
www.waterpeacesecurity.org
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Overall, the model captures 86% of future conflicts and the results are
promising.
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INNER NIGER DELTA, Mali
The WPS team managed to bring together
farmers, herders, fishermen and representatives
of the security sector to work together and avoid
conflicts in the region.
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