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The Dniester River is a transboundary watercourse with a length of 1362 km 

and a basin area 72,100 km2, starting in the Ukrainian Carpathians, streaming through 
Moldova and again through Ukraine near the Black Sea. About 8 M people populate 
its basin and another 3,5 M living outside the basin use its water for potable aims. In 
Soviet times the water basin was managed as a united system, but from 1991 Moldova 
and Ukraine have separately regarded their parts, which is not effective for sustainable 
river management. In 1994 an inter-governmental agreement between these two 
countries for the boundary waters was signed, but this treaty mostly regulates water 
use. The biological resources of Dniester as well as ecological systems have no joint 
management. This has happened because of multiple reasons, but mostly as a result of 
slow awareness and interest of decision makers in resolution of environmental issues, 
as well as the existing political tension, related to the Transdniestrian conflict. During 
last period the Dniester environmental problems have become even more acute (like 
spills of communal wastes dealing with the fact that, in several cases, purification 
installations of Moldovan towns are situated in Ukraine and Transdniester), and 
seriously destabilized the situation in general. The input of Dniester to organic 
pollution of the NW Black Sea region is 1730 thousand tones per year, i.e. more than 
twice that of the larger Dnieper River [1]. 

From 1995 environmental NGOs of Moldova and Ukraine have been lobbying 
Dniester River interests to use its natural resources in a sustainable way. They 
organized several joint expeditions along the river by kayaks (Biotica Ecological 
Society, Courier of Peace) to raise public awareness, published numerous articles in 
newspapers and five books about the unfavorable ecological situation that has been 
created (pollution, poaching, hydro-construction, etc.), and organized several 
international conferences on water, health and biodiversity issues related to the 
Dniester [2, 3]. In 1999 they gathered the First NGO International Forum "Dniester-
99", initiated by BIOTICA, where the ‘Eco-TIRAS’ International Association of the 
Dniester River Keepers was founded by 11 NGOs-founders (in present this non-profit 
association includes 50 NGOs-members from Moldova, including its Transdniestrian 
region, and Ukraine). The association was registered in January 2000 under Moldovan 
Law. In 1999 the NGOs drafted a Moldo-Ukrainian Convention on the Use of Water 
and Biological Resources and Conservation of Landscape and Biological Diversity of 
the Dniester River [Biotica] and proposed the text to both governments.  

NGOs of Moldova and Ukraine initiated and organized two joint sessions of 
parliamentary committees in Moldova and Ukraine (1997, 1999) that dealt exclusively 
with the Dniester conservation issue. Both of these parliamentary meetings decided to 
support the idea of elaboration and signing a bilateral convention. In December 2000, 
in Odessa, Ukrainian NGO "Mama-86-Odessa" and "Eco-TIRAS" organized a special 
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meeting of NGOs and decision-makers of Moldova, Trandniestria and Ukraine, where 
the convention draft was analyzed.  The participants’ appeal to the governments of 
both riparian states was adopted to enforce the process of drafting, signature and 
ratification. Transdniestrian representatives also took part in the event. 

Because the adoption and implementation of a bilateral agreement for the 
Dniester River looks as a key issue to resolve the whole problem of its sustainable use, 
the NGO community is very insistent on the signing and ratification of the Dniester 
agreement to establish multi-stakeholder to river basin management [4]. 

Public participation is a key tool to harmonize the interests of different 
stakeholders. Capacity building is an important component for their involvement to the 
process. Because NGOs in Transdniestria were seriously underdeveloped, Biotica and 
later Eco-TIRAS realized projects to help local activists establish eco-NGOs in this 
specific region. As a result, about twenty self-created NGOs were established in four 
cities of Transdniestria as well as in villages. Six resource centers are founded on the 
basis of the most experienced NGOs. In parallel NGOs initiated the transboundary 
cooperation of civil organizations and local authorities in the lower Dniester [Stefan 
Voda (Moldova), Slobozia (Transdniestria), and Beliaevsky (Ukraine)]. The joint 
Transboundary Committee for Environmental Co-operation in the Lower Dniester was 
established by local authorities and NGOs in 2000 as a result of a joint seminar 
organized by Biotica with UNDP-Moldova support. Unfortunately later this initiative 
was not supported by the authorities and donors. 

The establishing of the Eco-TIRAS network has already demonstrated its 
effectiveness. In 2001 this network, having joint web list, coordinated the fight against 
the construction of a highway crossing wetlands of international importance. During 
three days more than sixty signatures of NGOs to the presidents of Moldova and 
Ukraine were collected against construction already started. The campaign in mass 
media and physical protests gave results: the construction was stopped and a political 
solution of the issue to avoid this construction was found, which permits the saving of 
wetlands and funds, as well as to prevent worsening of relations between two neighbor 
riparian states [5].  

In general, environmental interrelations between Moldova and Ukraine have 
many features covering by different international agreements, programs and 
organizations. Because of Transdniestrian conflict, the OSCE and UNDP 
‘Environment and Security Programme’ has interest in sustainable management of this 
area as a way to prevent water-related conflict and as a poverty alleviation tool. 
Because Dniester heavily pollutes the NW part of the Black Sea by organics, it is 
evident interest to it of the Black Sea Convention. Dniester also represents the 
important corridor of the Pan-European Ecological Network, so PEBLDS and Bonn 
Conventions have here their specific interests. But for the people of the region it has 
big historical and cultural value. Some activities, like the Conferences in 
Transdniesterian city of Bendery on commemoration of 125 and 130 years of the 
famous naturalist Leo Berg, born here as well as publishing of a commemorative 
books, were realized by NGOs [6, 7].  

Finally, NGOs proposed the creation of the first national park in Moldova, 
“The Lower Dniester,” on the border with Ukraine, with support of the GEF/World 
Bank. The aim of Middle Size GEF project was to preserve Lower Dniester wetlands 
and its biodiversity. The area of the future national park covers more than 50.000 ha of 
Moldova. Despite of a huge local support, regrettably, Moldovan national authorities 
did not express enough political will to establish a park, despite all the preparation 
work being done [8]. This reluctance creates serious obstacles towards sustainable 
development of this rural area and transboundary cooperation. The analogous 
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intentions to create “Nizhnednestrovskiy National Park” exist and in Odessa Oblast. 
But in both cases good intentions faced with interests of resistance of governmental 
bodies and businesses which have intentions to use these territories for recreation of 
new elites, as well as for fishing, hunting and poaching. Two Ramsar sites are 
recognized along the Dniester River in Moldova thanks to cooperation of the Biotica 
Ecological Society and the Ministry of Environment of Moldova. 
 

These efforts became a reason for OSCE and UNECE to start the project to 
promote the river basin management for Dniester. During 2004-2005 working groups 
of Moldova and Ukraine which included experts from the ministries of environment 
and national water agencies as well as NGOs drafted the reports which aimed to shape 
a common vision of two riparian countries on measures to be taken to establish 
sustainable river basin management. As it is noted in a final report, “The majority of 
existing environmental issues are clearly transboundary in nature, and coordinated 
effort of Ukraine and Moldova is required in order to address them effectively. The 
scale of existing transboundary issues, particularly those that relate to the conservation 
of biological resources and their diversity, and the recognition of the fact that they can 
only be resolved through coordinated approach of riparian countries towards the 
management of their shared water resources, as well as international commitments of 
the countries to various environmental conventions – these are the factors that 
demonstrate the urgent need for overall strengthening of international cooperation in 
the Basin, with particular focus on the upgrading the legal framework, institutional 
mechanisms and basin management system.” [1]. 

The OSCE/UNECE Project states that the priority environmental issues 
existing in the Dniester Basin are: harmful effects of waters: water erosion, river bank 
degradation, disastrous floods degradation in the upper part of the Basin; inadequate 
water quality, especially in the locations of potable water intakes; inadequate sanitary, 
ecological, and hydrological state of smaller river catchments in the Basin; depletion 
and deficit of Basin’s water resources; eutrophication; reduction/loss of biological 
diversity of the Basin’s aquatic ecosystems; decrease in biological stocks. 
 The influence of continuing hydro construction on the river on ecosystems has 
dramatic consequences: lowering of water discharge, of biodiversity and recreational 
features of the river, self-purification capacities, changes of microclimate. This issue is 
still a subject of criticism of NGOs, scientific community and even of interstate 
disputes. 

As it is noted in project outcomes, it has provided an excellent precedent for 
effective cooperation between NGOs, governmental bodies and international 
organisations. The major environmental NGOs - “Eco-TIRAS” (Moldova), “MAMA-
86” (Ukraine) and “Ecospectrum” (Transdniestrian Region of Moldova) - have been 
involved in the project from its very early stage. The Public Participation Section of 
the present report was disseminated among environmental NGOs in Moldova and 
Ukraine. The draft Report itself was published on the website maintained by the “Eco-
TIRAS Association, and other NGOs were invited to provide their comments and 
recommendations. More than 150 comments and proposals came from ‘Terra-Nostra’, 
‘Ecotox’, ‘Biotica’, ‘Mama-86’, ‘Curierul Pacii’, ‘Ormax’, ‘Natural Heritage’ and 
many other NGOs were analysed. Also, the Report was discussed at the four 
roundtable meetings held in Moldova and Ukraine. The major proportion of comments 
and recommendations, received from environmental NGOs in Moldova and Ukraine, 
has been included into the final version of the report.” Evidently such a successful 
approach of public participation while drafting inter-state documents should be useful 
for further cooperation in the river basin [1]. 
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 The second stage of the OSCE/UNECE project (Dniester-II) started in the 
summer of 2006. It has the scope to develop the modern inter-state river basin 
agreement and provide mechanisms for its implementation. The draft which was 
elaborated in 2006 establishes clear mechanisms of multi-stakeholder approach and 
NGO involvement to decision making. In parallel it was also drafted a regulation on 
public participation in the inter-governmental agreement (1994). This draft should be 
approved at next meeting of governmental empowered representatives in 2007. During 
last period NGOs of both countries welcome openness of both state water agencies and 
environmental ministries towards public involvement to decision making. The other 
important feature of Dniester-II project is a creation of specialized groups of 
stakeholders involved to concretization of specific groups: information group, sanitary-
epidemiologic group, fish resources group. In present both national water agencies 
demonstrated their openness towards public participation and involvement of other 
interesting parties to the decision making process. 

Everything mentioned above demonstrates that the NGO community of the 
region is doing a lot to reach sustainability in the Dniester River Basin. Despite the 
serious importance surrounding the Transdniestrian conflict for European security, and 
the existence of a relatively well developed force of civil society, the use of the 
capacities of civil initiatives for this are very sporadic and almost not used by 
international organizations at all. At the same time, environmental cooperation is the 
best tool for regional integration, because from one side it is less political, and from 
the other – it has a serious public benefit. 

It is very surprising that, in spite of the vital and primary role of the Dniester 
River for the life of the whole region, financial means to resolve its environmental 
problems, spent by the international community, were less than those spent on a 
smaller neighboring transboundary river – the Prut. 

In a time when scientists, NGOs, progressive MPs and politicians in the region 
are speaking of the necessity to take into account the whole spectrum of natural 
resources when developing management plans for river resources, as well as basin 
approaches, we can see the continued domination of the opposite unsustainable way of 
using the river resources. This opposite way is characterized by monopolizing water 
use and limiting transboundary cooperation to only water-sharing. The same tendency 
exists also for the internal watercourses of Moldova. Protection of biodiversity, water 
ecosystem and landscape diversity are not taken into consideration. The strengthening 
of international involvement in the development of national policies in the field of 
watercourses management in Moldova and Ukraine is necessary. The EU Water 
Directive example can be attractive in this case. 

 This is a reason to propose to the OSCE as well as the Environment and 
Security Program of the UNEP and OSCE to intensify environment-related activities 
in this zone.  

Further activities should be concentrated on the strengthening of the eco-NGO 
community along the Dniester River, especially in Transdniestria, as well as 
community-based organizations in all three target parts. NGOs in Transdniesteria are 
still slowly developed and do not have enough skills, techniques and resources to work 
efficiently. Furthermore, eco-NGOs in villages (CBOs) along the river in Moldova and 
Ukraine need further capacity building and networking. In Transdniestria, as well as in 
riparian zones of Moldova and Ukraine it can be an additional tool to develop 
democracy.  

To involve Moldovan and Transdniestrian NGO communities in practical 
activities to restore the river, in 2006 Eco-TIRAS carried on from Russian NGO 
community leaded by ‘Dront’ NGO from Nizhniy Novgorod the ‘River Ribbon’ 
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Campaign. 21 NGO from both Moldovan and Transdniestrian banks supported by 
Milieukontakt Oost Europa (NL) and US Embassy in Moldova were involved in the 
campaign to plant trees and bushes, clean river banks and in educational actions.  

The realization of such a program is not expensive, but it is important for local 
communities and environment, and is also a good tool to:  

• Develop further Dniester environment projects by community-based 
organizations in the area;  

• Strengthen cooperation and joint actions of Moldovan, including 
Transdniestrian, and Ukrainian eco-NGOs in favor of Dniester River 
environment; 

• Support cooperation of the NGO community with local authorities and 
via them – among local communities. 

We see a strong need to periodically organize international conferences on the 
environmental problems of the Dniester River with participation of scientists, NGOs, 
decision makers of Moldova including the Transdniestrian region, and Ukraine. In 
general, such conferences should demonstrate the strong necessity of implementation 
of sustainable approaches to river management. It has to promote: 

a) Better understanding by the main stakeholders of the importance of 
regional environmental cooperation and coordination; 

b) Strengthening of regional and cross-sector links; 
c) Completion of work on a bi-lateral agreement on Dniester and its 

implementation; 
d) Confidence-building in the region; 
e) Creation of a substrate for the development of regional 

environmental cooperation and solution of concrete problems; 
f) Democratization of the decision making process in river basin 

management issues. 
The experience of the International Conference ‘Integrated Management of the 

Natural Resources in the Transboundary Dniester River Basin’ (Chisinau, September 
2004) [9] demonstrated that multi-stakeholder meetings can significantly help to 
promote the inter-state cooperation process. These processes should be widely 
supported both by the general public and the authorities. The establishing of a Dniester 
Day, recently proposed by NGOs at a workshop organized in Chisinau in May 2006 by 
the German NGO ‘Ecologic’ and ‘Eco-TIRAS’ is based on the Rhine River experience 
of attracting wide public attention to river basin management should help in promoting  
the EU Water Framework Directive for the Dniester River basin. In this respect, and 
also to put the integrated water resource management approach in Moldova a brochure 
was published [10] on how is better involve public into everyday decision making on 
local, national and transboundary levels. 
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