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Origin and Development of International River System:

Implication for Global Governance

Tetsuya Yamapa

Abstract

In this article, the author examines the origin of international river system dating back to the 1815.
Vienna Protocol in 1815 provided the free navigation of the Rhine based on British claim. This was
aimed for Britain’s economic interests under its free trade policy. For this purpose, the Rhine was
‘internationalized” in the sense that the Rhine was under the control of international commission. In
other words, the Rhine was separated from respective territorial sovereignty of riparian states. In
general, it is regarded as the origin of the history of international organizations. At the same time, it
could also be regarded as the origin of global governance.

In addition to the commission system, industrial revolution in nineteenth century brought many
changes the system of commerce and navigation. Medieval traditions and systems were transformed
into modern ones. However, it is still doubtful whether we can conclude that the free navigation at
international river could be regarded as global norm as we call within the context of current academic
context over global governance. Generally, international river system in nineteenth century varied river
by river. Also, such system were geographically limited in western Europe, except for the commission
controlled the Niger. Therefore, it was concluded that international river system in nineteenth century
was not global by definition.

However, in conclusion, the author emphasized that the international river system is still important
topic to be further elaborated because the importance of environmental management became more
important in this century. In addition to navigation, how to manage water as natural resource to be
protected became global agenda. New convention entered into force in 2014. In addition to this
convention, as a hard law, there would be more standards, as soft norms. How states and non-state
actors are participating in norm-setting process should be a point to be further pursued from the
perspectives both on international organizations and on global governance.



