
Making Waves: Youth engagement 

in Water Diplomacy 

Elizabeth A. Koch, Senior Manager, Environmental Law Institute;  
Process Support Lead for the Women in Water Diplomacy Network 



Water Diplomacy

Many types of actors have a role to play including:

Water diplomacy recognizes that there are many different actors that have 
the ability to create solution spaces for conflicts over water and that can 
create windows of opportunity for cooperation over water. 

Water diplomacy can help to assess and generate opportunities for 
cooperation in shared basins and improve water security.
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Defining Youth?

Defining “youth” is a challenge as the view of who qualifies as 
‘young’ depends to a large extent on context and culture. 

✓ UNSCR 2250 on Youth, Peace, Security defines “youth” as 
persons between 18 and 29 years of age (Security Council, 
2015). 

✓ Many UN Agencies define youth as persons between 15 and 
24 years of age. 

✓ Some cultures consider youths as young as 13 to be ‘adult’ Making Waves: Youth 
Engagement in Water 
Diplomacy from Sundman, 
V., Dadvar, I., and Koch, E. 
2021. Stockholm 
International Water 
Institute. Stockholm, 
Sweden. 
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Where are young people today?

Today’s generation of youth is the 
largest the world has ever known. 

By 2030, youth will be 20% of the 
global population. 

There are large regional differences in 
the youth population. The general 
trend indicates that youth make up a 
larger share of the population in low-
income countries. 

‘Brain-drain’ has affected numerous 
basins – often propelling young leaders 
to high-ranking roles. 



A Closer Look …

Pictured: Climate 
youth strike in 
South Africa (top); 
Vanessa Nakate, 
Uganda climate 
activist at Davos 
Conference.



Persistent Barriers to Youth Voices in Regional and Global 
Water Diplomacy Dialogues 

Sponsored in person 
attendance is rare.

Conflict Barriers 
restricting movement

Internet connectivityLanguage Barriers

Political Barriers 
restricting movement

Target: Removal of 
Participation and 
Influence Barriers

Result: Improved 
Inclusive Decision Making

Intergenerational 
dis-connection/ 

respect?



Costs – Benefits – Opportunities

Resources are scarce

Invest in inclusion

Failure to include 
young people
equitably

Has direct cost to political decision-
making at transboundary level

Undermines progress toward cooperative 
and sustainable management 

Support to young 
water experts 

Opportunity to elevate distinctive 
knowledge, perspectives and experiences

More comprehensive understanding of 
relevant water issues and challenges

Broader set of equitable solutions

Prepare next generation of water leaders

Ensure policy continuity and long-term 
success



UN Resolution 2250: An important tool

The United Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 2250 
on Youth, Peace and Security in 2015. This Resolution 
recognizes that young people play an important and positive 
role in the maintenance and promotion of international peace 
and security. 

Making Waves: Youth 
Engagement in Water 
Diplomacy from Sundman, 
V., Dadvar, I., and Koch, E. 
2021. Stockholm 
International Water 
Institute. Stockholm, 
Sweden. 

Strong synergies to positive impacts of Women, Peace, 
Security Agenda on peace processes – opportunity to learn 
from WPS experience! 
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Don’t silo youth voices – integrate.

Remember: Many types of actors have a role to play in water 

diplomacy – bring in youth voices throughout!
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Examples of good practice

• Build-in linkages between formal and informal water diplomacy 

processes with youth represented throughout

• Support intergenerational exchange and two-way mentorship

• ’Build a bigger table’

• Require youth voices (quota systems – example: ’gold standard’) 

• Resource youth participation (youth ambassadors)!

• Collect age disagregated data! 

• Strive for constant evolution of co-design of processes

• Include approaches to youth inclusion in program design - both 

targeted and mainstreaming approaches! 

• Identify and mitigate barriers to influence and participation

• Consider growing justice lens to water diplomacy i.e., reflecting 

on disproportionate and cumulative harm – and the  

intergenerational impacts of water policy.

• Make space and stepping back for a new generation of leaders.



Resources for ongoing learning:

Making Waves: Youth Engagement in Water 
Diplomacy from Sundman, V., Dadvar, I., 
and Koch, E. 2021. Stockholm International 
Water Institute. Stockholm, Sweden. 

Troell, Jessica and Koch, Elizabeth A. 
(2019) Tapping our Potential: Women’s 
Water Leadership in the Nile Basin. 
Stockholm International Water 
Institute. Stockholm, Sweden

Check out the 
references 

inside!

Adapt and 
adopt learning 

from gender 
inclusion!
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Thank you!

Questions? Comments? Ideas to Share?

Please reach out at:
Elizabeth A. Koch; Koch@eli.org 
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