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Hello delegates, I’m Bailey Heilman and I will be your head chair for ICJ this 

conference. This is my second year in MUN, and even though my first year was cut off abruptly, 

it has been a rewarding experience. I’m a senior at MVHS, and in addition to MUN, I am very 

involved in the music program. I play the flute, and have been the section leader of the flute 

section for two years. I like to read, write, embroider, scroll through TikTok for hours, and play 

Among Us with my friends. Even though this conference is far from conventional, I hope to 

make it a memorable and enjoyable experience! If you have any questions about the topic or the 

details of the conference, feel free to reach out at mvhsmunicj@gmail.com.  

Hi Delegates! My name is Kiana Farahani and I will be your co-chair for this year’s 

conference. I am currently a junior at MVHS and this is my second year in the MUN program. I 

am part of Mission’s IB Program and I am also a part of CSF. In my free time I like hanging out 

with friends, going to the beach, watching New Girl, listening to music, painting nature, and 

playing the violin. I am looking forward to meeting you all and co-chairing for you this 

conference! If you have any questions you can contact us through mvhsmunicj@gmail.com.  

 

Dispute Over the Status and Use of the Waters in the Silala (Chile v. Bolivia) 

 

I. Background 

Rivers have always caused international disputes, with many rivers starting in one 

country and crossing over into another, leaving the territorial claims ambiguous. The Silala River 

starts in Bolivia and flows into Chile, and disputes over who has jurisdiction over the river have 

been occurring for over a century. In 1908, the Bolivian government allowed the 
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Chilean-Bolivian Railway Company access to the Silala to power steam engines. In 1962, the 

Chilean-Bolivian Railway Company transferred from steam-power to diesel, ending the 

concession made by the Bolivian government. The Chilean government, however, has continued 

to use the Silala for other purposes, such as supplying mines and towns. Normally, the Chilean 

government would have the right to use the Silala, but the Bolivian government contests that the 

Silala was diverted by man-made canals, designating the Silala as a national river rather than an 

international river, meaning that international water law would no longer apply. If Chile could 

prove that their river is natural, then international water law could be applied. Conversely, if 

Chile was not able to prove that the river was natural, they could invoke the human right to water 

granted in 2010 by the UN. The International Court of Justice has chosen to intervene because of 

the humanitarian crisis that water scarcity poses in both countries. By settling this case, it can be 

used as a reference for future disputes over international rivers, especially as global warming and 

climate change threaten the world. 

 

II. Court Involvement 

The Court got involved in June of 2019 due to the international nature of the issue. The 

case is still awaiting a definitive trial. They last met on the 27th of June, 2019, to discuss the 

counter-claims arranged by Bolivia. The deadline for the submission of pleadings from both 

Bolivia and Chile was set for the eighteenth of September, 2019, but another trial has not been 

arranged at this time. Conflicts over water are becoming increasingly common as many countries 

enter extreme droughts. There have been disputes over the Tigris-Euphrates, the Nile, and the 

Mekong rivers, causing conflicts across the globe. One instance that is extremely similar to the 

Silala dispute is the dispute between Pakistan and India over the Chenab, Indus, Beas, Sutlej, 



Ravi, and Jhelum rivers that flow from Pakistan to India. The construction of a dam on Chenab 

river by India has only further increased tensions as India is able to flood Pakistan at any given 

time. Solving The Silala dispute would serve as a statute for current and future cases to 

determine sovereignty over nationally-ambiguous bodies of water. 

 

III. Possible Charges 

One possible charge that could be made against Bolivia is the withholding of natural resources 

from Chile. Because Chile has issues regarding water scarcity, the accusation that lack of access 

to this water source would increase this issue is one possible charge that could be made. Another 

charge that could be made is that Bolivia is lying and spreading false information regarding the 

river being man made. This charge made by Chile could be valid in that Bolivia is making 

information up that would help them have control over the river. Having the river be naturally 

occurring would ensure that Chile still has access to it. 

 

IV. Argument Summaries 

Defense (Bolivia): The delegation of Bolivia claims that the Silala river was diverted by man 

made channels, which would make the UN Convention on the Law of Non-Navigational Uses of 

Watercourses obsolete, as it only applies to naturally-flowing rivers. To what extent do countries 

have sovereignty over international rivers? Is it fair to allow Chile sovereignty over a river that 

starts in Bolivian territory, when other countries have sovereignty over rivers that start in their 

territory (i.e. Pakistan)? 

 



Prosecution (Chile): The delegation of Chile claims that the Silala river is naturally-occuring and 

no channels have been constructed to divert the flow of the Silala river. Is it ethical to deny Chile 

access to waters in its territory, especially as global warming contributes to frequent water 

shortages? How can a country claim a natural resource? 

 

V. Guided Questions 

1. What other countries have experienced conflicts over water sources, and what has the 

outcome been in those instances? 

2. Why does the UN Convention on the Law of Non-Navigational Uses of Watercourses 

only apply if a river is natural and not diverted by man? 

3. How have disputes over waters escalated (i.e. war, threats of war, humanitarian crises)? 

4. How important is solving this dispute, considering the radical changes in the climate due 

to global warming? 
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