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foods grown less and less frequently at the 
local level.15

Water: A Reason to Cooperate
Finally, water is certainly the most im-

portant resource for sustaining life, inti-
mately woven into the daily habits and in-
teractions of families and their communities. 
It is also a common resource that provokes 
the dialogue necessary for building posi-
tive relationships and governance capacity. 
That is, the resources of arable land, pro-
ductive fisheries, and water are at least as 
much a source of agreement, cooperation, 
and treaty as they are a source of conflict. 
In part, this suggests that while looking to 
“fix” problems within the African sociopo-
litical landscape, AFRICOM may also want 
to look at what is already working as a start-
ing point for how to engage the Africans.

For example, although many people 
believe that the next great battle will be 
over water rather than oil, the fact remains 
that more cooperation than conflict is fos-
tered through water competition and its 
resolution between nations. Historically 
the most notorious conflicts over water oc-
cur within the borders of one country 
among multiple users. However, transna-
tional water conflicts have been resolved 
with less violence while also building longer-
term relationships and capacity for future 
agreement among partners. According to 
a study of worldwide water events in the 
last 50 years, for example, more than 70 
percent were acts of cooperation.16

Africa, for instance, is already cooperat-
ing internationally about water. In an im-
portant example, Angola, Namibia, and 
Botswana have joined to protect the wa-
ters of the Okavango Delta and its envi-
rons in order to provide a sustainable 
livelihood for their joint populations 
through the Permanent Okavango River 
Basin Water Commission (OKACOM). 

This tristate agreement has roots in regional 
and international environmental accords.

For Angola, OKACOM makes that coun-
try responsible for protecting the primary 
supply of clean water for the catchment 
area of the Okavango basin (fig. 2). South-
eastern Angola receives ample rain from 
the northern equatorial region, which fills 
hundreds of tributaries that flow south to 
the Okavango River and east to the Oka-
vango Delta.17 Angola’s geography supplies 
much of the water for the Okavango Delta, 
but Namibia’s desert clime contributes lit-
tle. Before OKACOM, Namibia built aque-
duct and underground networks of water 
collection and distribution to draw from 
the river and supply potable water to its 
growing population. Through OKACOM 
and other agreements, that country is com-
mitted to restrict use of the water from the 
Okavango River.

Figure 2. Okavango catchment. (From Melba Craw-
ford, Amy Neuenschwander, and Susan Ringrose, “In-
vestigations in the Okavango Delta Using EO-1 Data,” 
in Goddard Space Flight Center, Earth Observing-1: 
Preliminary Technology and Science Validation Report, 2, 
http://eo1.gsfc.nasa.gov/new/validationReport/Tech 
nology/Documents/Tech.Val.Report/Science_Summary 
_Crawford .pdf.)
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