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Addressing the risk of accidental transboundary water pollution
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History and purpose of the Joint Expert Group
The Joint Expert Group was established in 1998 to work on issues related to
the prevention of accidental water pollution, in the context of the Convention on
the Protection and Use of Transboundary Watercourses and International Lakes
(Water Convention) and the Convention on the Transboundary Effects of Industrial
Accidents (Industrial Accidents Convention), both serviced by the United Nations
Economic Commission for Europe (UNECE). These Conventions provide a legal
framework for addressing the risk of transboundary water pollution. Regular
meetings of the Joint Expert Group have been held since 2001.
The Joint Expert Group’s mission is to assist countries in drawing up and
implementing measures aimed at strengthening the prevention of and preparedness
for accidental water pollution, especially in a transboundary context. This includes
establishing a minimum set of requirements to ensure a basic and harmonized
level of safety for hazardous activities, creating a common understanding of safety
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authorities and operators.
Participating countries
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The Joint Expert Group has actively
cooperated with and assisted many
countries (shown in blue), including
through trainings, exercises, workshops,
expert meetings and pilot projects.
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Peter Kovacs, Hungary
(since 2001)
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Gerhard Winkelmann-Oei, Germany
(2005-2010 and since 2015)
Francisc Senzaconi, Romania
(2011-2014)
Martin Schiess, Switzerland
(2001-2004)
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Co-Chairs and lead countries of the Joint Expert Group on Water and Industrial Accidents
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Why is the Joint Expert Group important?
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in many parts of the world.



About 60 percent of the world’s freshwater flows occur in transboundary river
basins, which cover more than 40 percent of the total land area of the planet and
are inhabited by approximately 40 percent of the world’s population. Countries are
relying more and more on transboundary water resources to meet their growing
demands, which is why the prevention of accidental water pollution is so important.
Accidental pollution can be carried via groundwaters, transboundary rivers, and
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well as water supplies for drinking, households and agriculture.

The effects of the vast majority of transboundary accidents are
transmitted across borders through water bodies.
Accidental water pollution can happen due to inadequate management of industrial
facilities, technological disasters, ageing or abandoned facilities, errors in site
selection and investigation, unsatisfactory foundations, leakages, natural hazards
such as flooding and earthquakes, and poor risk analysis and risk management.

Even small amounts of hazardous
substances released into waters
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damage with far-reaching effects.
Therefore, there is a continuous need to
focus on prevention and to develop and
implement policies and strategies on
industrial safety, water management and
risk reduction. By doing this, countries
can work towards meeting the targets and
provisions of the Sendai Framework for
Disaster Risk Reduction, the Sustainable
Development Goals and the relevant legal
provisions of the Water Convention and
Industrial Accidents Convention.

The Joint Expert Group’s key areas of work
The Joint Expert Group’s key activities include the following:
•

Development of guidance materials, including safety guidelines, good
practices, checklists and training materials, and support to authorities in their
implementation.

•

Organization of international response exercises, workshops and seminars
simulating industrial accidents along transboundary watercourses.

•

Development of criteria for identifying hazardous industrial facilities.

•

Support to assistance activities on prevention and preparedness measures for
accidental water pollution in Eastern and South Eastern Europe, the Caucasus
and Central Asia.

•

Facilitating exchange of information, including on the functioning of alarm and
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•

Awareness-raising on the issue of accidental transboundary water pollution
and best-practice prevention and response measures.

The Joint Expert Group cooperates with international river commissions,
universities, operators, NGOs, national and local authorities and other stakeholders.
It brings together the industrial safety and water management communities and
helps countries to implement the legal provisions of the Water Convention and the
Industrial Accident Convention.
Its work on strengthening the prevention of accidental water pollution and
the potentially far-reaching effects is also in line with the Industrial Accidents
Convention’s long-term strategy until 2030.

Key achievements and outputs
Safety guidelines and good practices for the management and retention
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To avoid the reoccurrence of widespread environmental destruction due to
industrial accidents such as that caused by the Sandoz agrochemical warehouse
disaster in Schweizerhalle, Switzerland (1986) which affected the Rhine River
and countries downstream, the Joint Expert Group developed Safety guidelines
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Sandoz agrochemical plant disaster, 1986

Key achievements and outputs
Development of safety guidelines and checklists
The Joint Expert Group has developed numerous guidance documents on different
subjects that are used by countries and organizations to improve their policymaking, safety standards and transboundary cooperation to better prevent and
respond to accidental transboundary water pollution. These include checklists and
safety guidelines and good practices.
UNITED NATIONS ECONOMIC COMMISSION FOR EUROPE

SAFETY GUIDELINES
AND GOOD PRACTICES
FOR PIPELINES
CONFERENCE OF THE PARTIES
TO THE CONVENTION ON THE TRANSBOUNDARY
EFFECTS OF INDUSTRIAL ACCIDENTS
MEETING OF THE PARTIES TO THE CONVENTION
ON THE PROTECTION AND USE OF TRANSBOUNDARY
WATERCOURSES AND INTERNATIONAL LAKES

UNITED NATIONS

Organization of international response exercises
The Joint Expert Group also supported the organization of international response
exercises on accidental pollution at transboundary rivers, including a Polish2   +õ f?;;?gQ' I0   3 f?;;F
2017), a Romanian-Ukrainian-Moldovan exercise in the Danube Delta (2015) and a
Hungarian exercise on the Danube River (2018).

International response exercise on the Danube River in Hungary (2018)

Transboundary
cooperation
through the Danube Delta Project
The Danube Delta, Europe’s largest
remaining natural wetland and a
UNESCO World Natural Heritage
Site, is also home to many hazardous
industrial facilities, which pose risks
to its unique ecosystems. The Project
on Hazard and Crisis Management in
the Danube Delta (2011-2015) was
jointly implemented by the Republic of
Moldova, Romania and Ukraine, under
the UNECE Assistance Programme
and with the support of the Joint
Expert Group. The project improved
cooperation
between
national
authorities and industrial operators
and led to joint mapping of industrial
hazards in the region. Further
information is available from: https://
www.unece.org/env/teia/ap/ddp.html
Aerial of the Danube Delta

Projects on tailings safety under
the Workplan of the Industrial
Accidents Convention
As failures at tailings management
facilities (TMFs) have the potential
to cause severe water pollution, the
Joint Expert Group has provided
advice to countries in several projects,
such as (i) improving the safety of
industrial TMFs based on the example
of Ukrainian facilities (2013-2015),
(ii) enhancing knowledge on tailings
safety at Ukrainian universities (20162017),
(iii) improving the safety
of TMFs in the Caucasian Region
(2018-2019), and (iv) strengthening
the safety of mining operations, in
particular TMFs, in Kazakhstan (20182019) and Tajikistan (2019-2020) and
beyond in Central Asia.
A tailings management facility

How to get involved
All United Nations Member States are encouraged to take part in the activities
of the Joint Expert Group on Water and Industrial Accidents and to promote and
make use of its guidance materials, in order to enhance prevention, preparedness
and response to accidental transboundary water pollution across the globe.
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Joint Expert Group.
For more information about the Joint Expert Group, its current and planned
activities and its guidance materials, please contact the:
•

Secretary of the Joint Expert Group:
http://www.unece.org/hk/env/teia/contact_1.html

•

Secretariat of the Industrial Accidents Convention: ece-teia.conv@un.org

•

Secretariat of the Water Convention: water.convention@un.org
Further information is available on the Joint Expert Group’s webpage:

https://www.unece.org/env/teia/jeg.html
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