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There are 276 international transboundary
rivers basins in the world, which is shared by
148 sovereign states and over 2.7 billion of the
world’s population depend on these river basins.
While the availability of freshwater in the world
have roughly remained the same, but the
demand for water is growing annually, putting a
pressure on these transboundary international
river basins. As such, allocation, access to and
control over resource seems to be the most
important cause of conflict, in the case of
transboundary waters. Further, transboundary
water interaction is an inherently political
process, as these river basins are shared by two
or more sovereign state, with diverse value
and interest in water resources management.
The interactions are mostly determined by
the broader political context of the riparian
countries. The interactions are also effected by
the differences between the riparian countries
– in terms of socio – economic development,
capacity to manage water resources,
infrastructure, political, institutional as well
as legal contexts. These differences or power
asymmetry between the riparian countries
often becomes a challenge towards effective and
coordinated management of the river basin.
Despite the potential for dispute in
international basins, there are many more
instances of cooperation over shared
water resources. There is also a huge and
growing body of literature that highlights,
in transboundary waters, conflict and
cooperation can co-exist. The evidences from
different transboundary river basin across
the world (e.g. Nile, Jordan, Mekong) also

shows that water, by its very nature, tends to
induce even hostile co-riparians to cooperate,
even as disputes rage over other issues.
However, there are a number of challenges
to transboundary cooperation, such as lack of
political will, poor understanding of cost of
noncooperation, lack of basin level information,
hydro hegemony, power asymmetry, lack/
poor capacity of basin institution for co–
management of the river. Further, countries
sharing the basin are usually positioned
differently in terms of geography, socioeconomic development, political orientation
and infrastructural capacity; therefore they
understand the usage, access and control
of transboundary resources differently. The
resultant power asymmetry between the nations
influences their bargaining position as well
as the outcome of the negotiation. Therefore,
arriving at transboundary cooperation through
formal or informal understanding is not an
easy task, particularly when the transboundary
rivers flows through multiple riparian
countries. Any transboundary cooperation
without recognizing and analyzing the power
asymmetry will be skewed and in most cases will
benefit the hegemon. The weaker side signs the
treaty although they are skewed and asymmetric
in order to remain in the game, than resign
and not participate. Such cooperation through
asymmetric treaties has become source of
conflicts rather than source of cooperation and
often brings new source of tensions between
the riparian countries. Thus, all cooperation is
not necessarily good as in many instances they
look like domination dressed up as cooperation.
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Water is a fundamental resource to support all life-forms on this planet earth. It
covers over 70% of the earth's surface. In spite its abundance, only about 0.3% freshwater is
available in the form of river flows and lakes. More so, the spatial and temporal dynamics of
water, particularly in the Himalayan mountains makes it a precious resource. It is often said that
in this “Water Tower of Asia” the inhabitants face water scarcity of various magnitude almost
yaer- round leading to loss of livelihood, water related hazards, unrest over water use issues
and out migration. Therefore, understanding water resource dynamics at a basin scale (that
involves transboundary cooperation) is a pre-requisite to manage it for the flow of ecosystem
services and human-wellbeing, and also for flood management. Articles in this newsletter dwelt
on socio-political and legal issues at basin scale that become detrimental for the water resource
management.
We hope the current issue of ENVIS Newsletter would improve the understanding
of various stakeholders on the various ongoing efforts for the judicious use of water resources
between the neighbouring countries sharing some of the important river basins of the Himalayan
mountains.
Editors
International water law serves as a
platform for facilitating transboundary
cooperation through establishing transparent
and predictable rules of engagement. It
provides a normative and institutional
framework within which various aspects
and drivers that affect the potential for
cooperation can be properly accommodated
– issues of geography, resource availability
and variability, governance, inter-State
relations and power asymmetries, trade,
colonial heritages, and diverse political
regimes. Among the most important global
instruments are the 1997 UN International
Watercourses Convention (UNWC) and
two recent resolutions adopted by the UN
General Assembly, one on the Right to
Water and Sanitation and another related
to transboundary aquifers. At the regional
level, the two most relevant legal documents
contributions are the UNECE Water
Convention and the 2000 SADC Revised
Protocol on Shared Watercourses (SADC
Revised Protocol) greatly influenced by
the UNWC. International water treaties
that utilizes formal institutions often helps
to prevent riparian conflicts and resolve
disagreements over sharing of water between
riparian countries. However, when the basin
is shared by multiple sovereign states, the
biggest challenge is to design and sustain
institutions, which will enable the sovereign
states to share the water resources equitably
and judiciously. Moreover, there is no onesize-fits-all approach to transboundary
basin management, as riparian countries
are driven by different political, social,
economic and ecological drivers. These
drivers can influence the nature and
the characteristics of the institution.

South Asian Trans-boundary rivers
are inextricably linked to regional geopolitics
since it involves countries that are unequal
in both size and power. These River basins
are but important engines of economic
development, livelihood security and are also
biodiversity hot spots. However, the last fifty
years of transnational water governance in
South Asia as assessed by scholars has been
the story of an unfolding disaster based on
scarcity, ill faith and bad governance. While
studies have concluded that transboundary
cooperation can bring socio-economic and
political benefits, eradicate poverty, reduce
disasters, and livelihood security in the
region but lack of political will as well as poor
institutional capacity (none of the South Asian
countries have ratified the UN convention)
continues to be a major challenge. The
region also lacks scientific evidences which
can highlight the upstream-downstream
interdependencies along with the cost of
non– cooperation. This newsletter brings in
diverse perspectives on opportunities and
challenges to transboundary cooperation in
South Asia, particularly for the three major
river systems of South Asia – the Indus, the
Brahmaputra and the Ganges. This issue
of newsletter also highlights the initiatives
taken by different institutions in developing a
common knowledge base as well as facilitating
dialogues between the riparian countries to
enhance cooperation for better management
of the South Asian transboundary rivers.
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