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tributary) (Figure 1), and Tigris-Euphrates

being under significant stress.

Political disillusionment, and financial

and institutional constraints limit youth
participation in water diplomacy. Expanding
training opportunities, fostering leadership,
and creating innovation hubs can empower
youth to contribute effectively to sustainable
governance.

Early youth engagement, cross-border
partnerships, and exposure to diverse
narratives could challenge competitive,
win-lose thinking among decision-makers,
promoting long-term policy continuity and
collaboration for transboundary water
resources such as the Tigris-Euphrates.

Integrating youth perspectives into decision-
making requires openness and a listening
culture within the current establishment to
enhance policy relevance, inclusivity, and
resilience in addressing water, energy, food,
and ecosystem challenges.

Action research and innovation platforms that
focus on youth roles in promoting cooperation
could have the potential to unlock solutions,
foster collaboration, and secure sustainable
access to resources for future generations if
certain obstacles can be removed.

Figure 1. Yarmouk tributary (Source: Omar Dajani).




By 2050, climate change, migration, and demographic pressures are
expected to impose further strain on these critical systems, making
effective transboundary water management a pressing priority to
ensure regional stability, fostering sustainable development, conflict
mitigation, and cooperation (UN-ESCWA 2020, 2021).

HRH Prince El Hassan bin Talal has long emphasized the critical

role of water in building resilience, advocating for an existential
strategy to address water-related challenges. Speaking at the

2014 Security Days Conference, HRH highlighted the urgent need

for interdisciplinary and multi-stakeholder approaches to water
management. He stressed that achieving this requires not only
advancing technical knowledge but also fundamentally reshaping the
way we perceive and approach water governance.'

The growing water crisis is characterized by increasing scarcity,
cross-border tensions, and the cascading effects evident in

the energy, food, and ecosystem sectors induced by their
interdependencies with water. According to the World Bank, an
additional 25 billion cubic meters of water will be needed annually
by 2050 to meet the rising demand (de Waal et al. 2023). Addressing
these challenges requires a holistic and coordinated approach to
resource management, ensuring sustainability across borders and
sectors (de Waal et al. 2023; Schlemm et al. 2024).

With over 60% of MENA's population under the age of 25 (IMF 2017),
youth play a pivotal role, both as future leaders and key agents

of change today. They bring fresh perspectives to regional water
governance through digital innovation, climate resilience strategies,
and nature-based approaches, making their active involvement

in transboundary cooperation both essential and strategic for
sustainable water management.

Youth could play a crucial role in strengthening cross-border water
management by leveraging digital tools, facilitating dialogue, and
driving capacity-building initiatives. Their contributions to real-time
data sharing, policy advocacy, and sustainable business models
should position them as key actors in regional stability. Policymakers
should take advantage of this to enhance cooperative frameworks
by investing in youth-led, multidisciplinary solutions across water,
energy, food, and ecosystems, ensuring long-term water security in
MENA.

This discussion brief, co-developed by the International Water
Management Institute (IWMI) and Blue Peace Middle East (Figure
2), provides policymakers with an evidence-based analysis of youth
engagement in transboundary water governance. Using a multi-
step qualitative methodology, it integrates a literature review,
insights from youth-led initiatives, expert consultations, and direct
contributions from participants in the Blue Peace Middle East Youth
Fellowship Programme. Representing Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon,
Syria and Tiirkiye, these young leaders bring firsthand experience
and innovative solutions to regional water challenges. By capturing
real-world perspectives, this brief offers policymakers actionable
strategies to enhance youth participation in cross-border water
cooperation.

Blue Peace &2,

(Source: Blue Peace Middle East Coordination Office-INWRDAM).

Figure 2. IWMI staff, Blue Peace Middle East staff and Youth Ambassadors getting together to discuss and prepare this brief (May 2024)
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Why youth? A vision for inclusive
water diplomacy

Youth play a pivotal role in reshaping the governance of transboundary
water resources in the MENA. Their innovative thinking and digital
fluency enable them to tackle the complex water management
challenges the region faces (Oxfam 2019). Young people in the

MENA region have spearheaded tech-driven solutions such as water
conservation apps and community-led data collection initiatives.

For example, many enterprises owned by young people receive the
opportunity to showcase innovative solutions through the MENA
Regional Innovation Hub (MENA RIH) - a platform that works to scale
mid-to-later stage enterprises focused on environmental and social
impact in the water-energy-food nexus. Through this platform, a young
group of innovators in Egypt introduced PLATFORM, a precision-based
farming and irrigation solution to meet growing food demand. A

group from Iraq demonstrated the Green Shovel that provides smart
Al control and monitoring systems for greenhouse and smart water
pumping/irrigation systems. In Sudan, Village Link Co Ltd, developed a
farming application to connect farmers with agricultural professionals,
resources, and other services.

By empowering the youth to partake in governance processes, the
region can bridge generational gaps, fostering greater collaboration
across borders. Their participation in water diplomacy, such as
representing youth in the United Nations (UN) water-related
conferences, is vital for promoting sustainable development and
resilience, particularly when their voices are included in decision-
making forums (UNDP 2022).

Leveraging the youth’s digital fluency, transboundary networking skills,
and adaptability to innovative solutions, can enable them to bridge
divides across countries sharing water resources. This paper proposes
a youth-centric approach, positioning them as potential leaders in
adopting a multidisciplinary systems thinking approach to create more
inclusive and sustainable water governance systems.

Empowering youth for sustainable
water cooperation in MENA

Addressing transboundary water challenges in the MENA region
requires a comprehensive approach to managing transboundary water
resources, balancing sectoral demands, and tackling climate change
and ecological fragility. Such a multidisciplinary approach offers a
systems-thinking framework highlighting the interdependence of
water, energy, food security and ecosystems (Schlemm et al. 2024).

Ajarma (2019) finds that young people are an important agent

of change in water cooperation in the Mediterranean, yet their
contributions are limited because of financial constraints, inadequate
access to decision-making, and restricted mobility caused by
difficulties in obtaining visas and a lack of transboundary platforms

to exchange with one another. Young people have the potential to
contribute to socioeconomic development and water cooperative
processes through will and determination. However, an enabling
environment is found to be of utmost importance to bolster formal and
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informal youth involvement (Vojno et al. 2022). In diplomacy, Sundman
et al. (2021) call for the inclusion of young people not as recipients,

but as co-creators of cooperation, as well as for more research on how
young people contribute in this specific context. Beyond being treated
as passive beneficiaries, the authors recognize the independent agency
young people possess to choose how they navigate highly politicized
and securitized environments in the water governance arena.

Youth engagement is an important step in advancing this approach,
fostering cross-sectoral understanding, and enabling cooperative
solutions. Programs such as the Blue Peace Middle East Youth
Fellowship and IWMI’s Regional Innovation Hub (Water and Energy for
Food) empower young people as change agents by equipping them
with the skills and platforms needed to address water challenges

and promote transboundary cooperation. However, the real key lies
in persuading the current decision-makers, often senior politicians,
to genuinely make space for youth voices. This remains a significant
challenge, as further elaborated below.

Addressing barriers and enhancing youth
engagement

Despite growing recognition of the importance of youth participation
in water governance, and the innovative leadership demonstrated

by youth-led water initiatives across the MENA region, significant
barriers persist (Vojno et al. 2022). Young water professionals struggle
to gain full recognition at the policy level, where decision-making
remains largely influenced by senior leadership who may not often
align with the aspirations and changing needs of younger generations.
Systemic obstacles further exacerbate these issues. Youth often feel
alienated from the political process due to widespread corruption and
nepotism, with many expressing disinterest in politics (UNDP 2022).
This disconnection limits their capacity to influence governance and
policy outcomes. Moreover, hierarchical societal structures frequently
assign youth token roles, undermining their contributions and reducing
them to symbolic gestures rather than actionable solutions (Ajarma
2019; Vojno et al. 2022). Key barriers to youth empowerment and
engagement include:

1. Limited access to resources and funding: Many youth-led
initiatives struggle with insufficient financial support to expand
their projects or implement large-scale solutions. Although some
programs receive funds or mentorship, the availability of sustained
funding remains a barrier for many youth-led organizations,
limiting their reach and impact.

2. Policy and institutional barriers: Youth often face difficulties in
integrating their efforts into official policy processes. Institutional
frameworks and governance structures across the region are
often slow to recognize the added value and potential of youth
contributions in water management and policy formulation.
Without formal mechanisms for youth involvement, their influence
on water policy and governance will remain marginal.




Capacity and technical knowledge gaps: Although youth are
highly motivated, many initiatives face challenges related to the
technical capacity of young participants. There is often a lack of
comprehensive training programs that provide and equip youth
with the necessary technical expertise in water management,
particularly in advanced areas such as water quality monitoring,
sustainable irrigation techniques, and the WEFE Nexus approach.

Geopolitical and cultural barriers: While cross-border
cooperation on water issues offers significant potential, it is
important to recognize that longstanding historical and political
dynamics in the MENA region can present challenges. In some
contexts, where water access is intertwined with broader political
considerations, youth-led initiatives may experience obstacles

in fostering seamless collaboration, even when water resources
are transboundary. Moreover, local cultural contexts shaped by
traditional beliefs and social norms may influence the pace at
which innovative water solutions are embraced and implemented.
Addressing these factors with sensitivity and inclusivity can help
pave the way for more effective regional cooperation.

Lack of regional collaboration: There is often a lack of
coordinated efforts among youth groups across the MENA region
as these groups lack official mandate, have limited coordination
capacities, and ineffective accountability mechanisms that allow
them to coordinate both horizontally across other groups or
vertically with sub-national authorities and community groups
(Brik 2024). This fragmentation limits the collective impact that
youth can have in addressing transboundary water challenges.
Building regional networks and facilitating collaboration between
youth from different countries is often difficult due to logistical,
political, and language barriers.

Socioeconomic challenges: In many MENA countries, youth face
high unemployment rates and limited access to education. These
socioeconomic barriers not only affect youth participation in water
initiatives, but also make it harder for them to gain the necessary
support or resources to execute water projects. For example,
certain professions in the fields of medicine and engineering

are considered lucrative careers as they seemingly guarantee
better financial prospects, whereas water-related initiatives and
entrepreneurship may not always be seen as financially attractive.
Therefore, the lack of economic stability can deter young people
from committing to long-term initiatives that require investment or
ongoing commitment.

Public awareness and engagement challenges: Although many
youth-led initiatives focus on raising awareness and engaging
communities in water conservation, these efforts often struggle to
reach a wide audience. Additionally, these campaigns can also fall
short in generating long-lasting behavioral changes, especially in
communities where water scarcity is not well perceived as a critical
issue. Overcoming skepticism and increasing participation in water
conservation efforts remains a key challenge.

8. Resistance to innovation: In some areas, traditional approaches
to water management and agriculture are deeply ingrained,
and new technologies or methods often face resistance from
local communities. Many young farmers or water users may be
hesitant to adopt unfamiliar technologies or practices, despite
their proven success in pilot programs or strong scientific backing.
This reluctance is often driven by a fear of new technology, lack
of familiarity with new technology, lack of required operational
and maintenance skills, unawareness about the benefits of
innovation, or fear of failure. Engaging youth through education
and community-driven initiatives can help overcome this barrier,
enabling them to embrace new solutions and lead the way toward
sustainable water management.

9. Lack of pre-career support for youth: Empowering youth in
water governance requires structured pre-career support, yet
many struggle with the transition from university to the workforce
due to limited career counseling, skills development, and
job exposure. Most local universities lack job fairs and career
readiness programs, leaving students uncertain about their
paths. Strengthening internships, mentorships, and networking
opportunities can bridge the gap between academia and practical
experience, equipping young professionals with the skills and
confidence needed to succeed.

Water unites, youth leads: The way forward

As the MENA region faces escalating climate impacts, including water
scarcity and food and energy insecurity, environmental issues often
remain low priorities (Arab Barometer 2021). However, youth are
increasingly leading efforts to tackle these challenges. Initiatives such
as the Arab Youth Climate Movement and the Youth Water Dialogue

in Tunisia are driving awareness and solutions, especially in water
management. Despite challenges to effective water governance,
significant opportunities for transformative change exist. By creating
a space for youth-led initiatives, barriers to sustainable water
management can be overcome, paving the way for more cooperative
and resilient solutions. Moving forward, leveraging these opportunities
and building youth momentum will be key to addressing the region’s
water challenges. Some key opportunities include:

1. Increased focus on youth-led innovation: As digital natives,
young people in the MENA region are well-positioned to leverage
technology and innovation for water management. Initiatives such
as hackathons, innovation labs, and youth-led design challenges
can foster novel solutions for water scarcity, climate change, and
sustainability. By promoting technology adoption and providing
platforms for youth to experiment with water technologies (e.g.,
water-efficient irrigation systems, desalination technologies, and
water quality monitoring), we can unlock a new wave of solutions
for the region.

2. Cross-border youth collaboration and digital platforms:
Despite political tensions, digital platforms and social media
have made it easier for youth across borders to collaborate.
Online forums, webinars, and virtual networks can enable cross-
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border youth-led initiatives by promoting regional dialogue

and collaboration, providing spaces for sharing knowledge on
transboundary water challenges, and co-developing solutions.
These digital tools create opportunities to overcome geographic
and political barriers, facilitating youth-to-youth exchanges and
collective action on transboundary water resources.

3. Advancing regional cooperation through water diplomacy:
The growing youth-driven call for a more inclusive approach to
water diplomacy presents an opportunity to strengthen regional
cooperation on transboundary water management (Sundman et al.
2021). Engaging young people in water diplomacy initiatives—such
as the Blue Peace Middle East Youth focused programs (Figure 3),
Blue Peace Central Asia, Central Asian Leadership Program, and
Nile River Basin Initiative Internship Program—can help cultivate
a new generation of diplomats equipped with cutting-edge
knowledge and innovative leadership methodologies to navigate
and respond to regional water conflicts. Youth need educational
programs on key aspects of water diplomacy, including legal
and nexus aspects, cost-benefits, shared water reality, project
planning, and cross-border cooperation. Furthermore, allowing
youth to take up diplomatic roles can instill in them skills pertinent
to communication, negotiation, and conflict resolution through
simulations, subsequently preparing them to be future leaders in
the water landscape.

Figure 3. Blue Peace Middle East Youth Ambassadors participating in
an INWRDAM training titled Catchment Planning for Water Harvesting
and Soil Conservation in Jordan (Source: Blue Peace Middle East
Coordination Office-INWRDAM).

4. Leveraging regional and global partnerships for capacity
building: Regional and international organizations,
nongovernmental organizations, and donor agencies increasingly
recognize the importance of youth engagement in water
governance. By building on existing frameworks such as the
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), and integrating
youth-led initiatives into global climate agreements and water
frameworks, there is an opportunity for youth in the MENA region
to access more resources, mentorship, and global platforms.
Such partnerships could also bring technical expertise, financial
resources, and networking opportunities to local youth initiatives.
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For example, the CGIAR Initiative on Fragility to Resilience in
Central and West Asia and North Africa (F2R-CWANA) organized
three innovation challenges—AgriTech4Morocco in 2022,
AgriTech4Uzbekistan in 2023 and AgriTech4Egypt in 2024—

to respond to water, climate, and nutrition and agriculture
challenges. The three challenges were powered by CGIAR
Accelerator for Impact Platform (A4IP), and co-organized with
CGIAR Centers, the Alliance of Bioversity International and the
International Center for Tropical Agriculture (CIAT), International
Center for Agricultural Research in the Dry Areas (ICARDA), IWMI,
and International Food Policy Research Institute (IFPRI), and
local partners. The program is designed specifically for early-
stage agri-tech ventures with end-users at the center, tailored to
meet market demands and empower rural communities, women
and young entrepreneurs. It offers tailored business-oriented
training, product validation and technical assistance, personalized
mentorship, market access, piloting opportunities, and funding
to elevate young ventures and drive positive changes on a global
scale.

Empowering youth through education and skills development:
Investing in water education and capacity building for young
people can create long-term change in the region. Schools,
universities, and training programs focused on the WEFE nexus and
integrated water resources management can equip youth with the
needed skills and knowledge (e.g., critical thinking and analytical
skills, and problem-solving skills) necessary to lead sustainable
water projects. Moreover, these programs can foster a new
generation of water professionals, capable of leading innovative
solutions and contributing to the region’s water governance
frameworks.

Integrating multidisciplinary systems thinking into youth
programs: This offers a comprehensive framework for youth-

led initiatives to address interconnected challenges in water,

food security, energy, and ecosystems. Transitioning from
traditional Integrated Water Resources Management (IWRM) to

a more dynamic, nexus-based approach requires embedding

this perspective into governance frameworks. Building a

robust evidence base is crucial to enhance local and regional
understanding of the nexus, driving informed decision-making and
action.

Investing in science and technology is essential to develop
diagnostic decision support systems that integrate water, energy,
and food considerations. Innovation is also needed to guide
institutional arrangements for implementing nexus-based policies
and encourage collaborative action across sectors. The success

of this approach hinges on fostering partnerships among public,
private, funding, and civil society actors, moving beyond traditional
institutional silos.

By equipping youth with systems-thinking skills and an
understanding of sector interconnections, they can develop
sustainable, integrated solutions to regional water challenges.
Programs that combine water management with energy and




agricultural expertise empower youth to address multiple issues
simultaneously. This inclusive approach enables diverse youth
perspectives to drive collaboration, innovation, and resilience in
their communities.

7. Strengthening policy advocacy and youth representation:
Youth involvement in policy advocacy could be a powerful tool
to influence change if the audience is ready to listen. Through
organized campaigns, youth-led organizations can push for greater
integration of water conservation, sustainable water management,
and climate adaptation strategies into national policies.
Establishing formal platforms where youth have a seat at the table
in national and regional water policy-making processes (Figure 4)
can enhance their ability to contribute meaningfully to decision-
making. This involvement can help align local and regional policies
with youth-led aspirations for sustainable water use.

For instance, the Sudan Youth Parliament for Water (SYPW), a
network established in 2017, specifically dedicated to water-
related issues in Sudan, recognizes young people as key
stakeholders in the water sector at all levels. SYPW were the

main organizers of Nile Day (under the auspices of the Nile Basin
Initiative [NBI] and the Sudanese Minister of Water), where young
people from some Nile Basin countries came together in networks
to share knowledge and make their voices resonate within their
country and beyond, especially concerning water governance
(SYPW 2019).
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Figure 4. Blue Peace Middle East female Youth Ambassadors engaged
and contributed to IWMI’s sessions at the Stockholm World Water
Week, 2024 (Sources: Maha Al-Zu’bi/IWMI).

8. Expanding public engagement through communication and
storytelling: Youth-led initiatives incorporating storytelling,
media campaigns, and public engagement can raise awareness
on water issues, challenge cultural norms around water use, and
shift public attitudes toward conservation. By utilizing digital
tools and media (e.g., webinars or massive open online courses
[MOOC]), youth can share impactful stories about the importance
of water as a transboundary resource and the need for sustainable
management practices. Furthermore, this allows open access for
youth and engages broader audiences, particularly the rural and
under-resourced communities, who may lack access to the same
resources and opportunities as those in urban settings (Vojno et al.
2022), fostering greater awareness and collective action.

For instance, due to visa constraints, many registered participants
were unable to attend the 2019 ‘Water Cooperation’ workshop

in Cairo, organized by the Water Youth Network (WYN). Online
participation was presented as an alternative to tackle this issue,
allowing participants to join in the workshop sessions virtually, and
be as equally engaging as the offline participants. The resilience
the youth demonstrated in this situation represented their ability
to resolve challenging situations through quick adaptability, an
essential element of youth networks (WYN 2019; Vojno et al. 2022).

9. Supporting green technologies and sustainable practices:
The growing trend of sustainable development presents a unique
opportunity for young people to drive the adoption of green
technologies and water-saving practices. Initiatives such as
solar-powered irrigation, rainwater harvesting, and wastewater
treatment can be promoted by youth as innovative and cost-
effective solutions for managing water scarcity. By focusing on
green technologies (Figure 5), youth-led initiatives can contribute
to the region’s transition toward more sustainable water and
energy use practices, with long-term benefits for both the

environment and local communities.

Figure 5. Blue Peace Middle East Youth Ambassadors during a
field visit to HypoFarm, Greentech project, Jordan in 2024
(Source: Blue Peace Middle East Coordination Office-INWRDAM).

The Mediterranean Youth for Water Network (MedYWat) is making
such efforts to strengthen its members’ capacity and outreach by
facilitating exchanges and collaborations. In collaboration with the
Center for Mediterranean Integration (CMI) and the International
Center for Water Management Services (CEWAS), MedYWat
organized a regional entrepreneurship e-hackathon on water and
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climate change, bringing together young professionals to create
entrepreneurial solutions for the most pressing water challenges in
the region (Vojno et al. 2022).

10. The role of academic institutions for regional cooperation:
Regional partnerships among academic institutions foster cross-
border collaboration, allowing students to engage in joint research
on complex regional challenges. These collaborations promote
shared data and a common language for dialogue, equipping
youth with the skills needed for informed discussions and inclusive
governance. Integrating job fairs into university curricula and
linking graduates to ongoing projects through university-industry
partnerships can further enhance career readiness. By actively
engaging youth in research and professional opportunities,
academic institutions can drive long-term, collaborative solutions
in the water sector.

Conclusion

Empowering youth in water governance could strongly support
finding solutions for transboundary water challenges in the MENA
region and Central Asia. By providing young professionals with
technical expertise, financial support, and leadership opportunities,
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