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Abstract 
 

Water security has a direct impact on human security. It is a 

multidimensional challenge with complex undertones, as water security is 

both an increasing concern as well as critical for sustainable 

development. This paper will analyse water security challenges between 

Pakistan and India in the background of the Indus Water Treaty (IWT). 

Mediated by the World Bank, IWT devised a mechanism for an equitable 

distribution of water between Pakistan and India. However, India has 

been building a number of dams under the garb of run-of-the-river 

hydroelectric projects, acquiring the capability to manipulate the flow of 

water. Unaddressed Pakistani complaints can become a serious source of 

conflict between India and Pakistan. This paper offers policy 

recommendations that can lead to an equitable sharing of water and 

lower the risk of any future conflict in an already fraught relationship 

between Pakistan and India.  

 

Keywords:  Indus Water Treaty, Water insecurity, Riparian politics, 

International Court of Arbitration, Run-of-the-river projects 

 

Introduction 
 

With the ever-increasing demand for water globally, many believe 

that water insecurity will become a cause of future wars.
1
 In fact, the 
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demand for fresh water has already become a major issue for policy 

makers all around the world.  

 

According to the UN Water (United Nations Inter-Agency 

mechanism on all fresh water related issues), water security is: 

 
the capacity of a population to safeguard sustainable access to adequate 

quantities of acceptable quality water for sustaining livelihoods, human 

well-being, and socio-economic development for ensuring protection 

against water-borne pollution and water-related disasters, and for 

preserving ecosystems in a climate of peace and political stability.
2
  

 

A large proportion of world population today is facing water 

insecurity. According to a United Nations report, one sixth of the world 

population does not have adequate access to safe water and by the year 

2025, half of the countries worldwide will face water stress or outright 

shortages.
3
 Climate change, through melting of glaciers, varying rainfall 

patterns and sudden temperature changes, exacerbates the problem of 

water insecurity.  

 

The reduced access to fresh water has far reaching consequences like 

reduced food production, loss of livelihood options, and increased 

economic and geopolitical tensions, especially in volatile regions like 

South Asia. Water security problems are particularly severe in the regions 

where numerous major international river basins lie, and are subject to 

territorial disputes between various countries. The two countries which 

exemplify such problems in South Asia are the nuclear-armed 

neighbours, Pakistan and India. Groundwater is depleting at an alarming 

rate in both countries, with few feasible options to increase supply. The 
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problem is exacerbated due to poor water management and governance 

amidst changing demographics.
4
  

 

However, there is considerable historical evidence to suggest that 

despite the complexity of the water-related issues, these can be handled 

diplomatically. According to the Food and Agriculture Organisation of 

the United Nations, more than 3,600 treaties related to international water 

resources have been concluded since 805 AD, the majority of which deal 

with navigation and boundary demarcation; however, over the last 50 

years, focus has shifted towards the use, development, protection, and 

conservation of water resources.
5
 There are many examples where legal 

agreements on water issues between upper and lower riparian countries 

have been upheld, even though conflicts have persisted over other issues. 

Cambodia, Laos, Thailand, and Vietnam have been able to cooperate 

since 1957 within the framework of the Mekong River Commission, and 

they conducted technical exchanges throughout the Vietnam War. Israel 

and Jordan have held talks on sharing Jordan river since 1955, despite 

having less-than-cordial bilateral relations. A framework for sharing the 

Nile Basin between 10 countries was signed in 1999. The agreement 

aimed to spur economic development in the region through equitable 

sharing of water resources.
6

 Any analysis of these agreements will 

highlight two important elements of inter-state cooperation with regard to 

water-related issues: the need for effective institutions within a country to 

develop a process of engagement over time, and involvement of a third 

party trusted by all concerned parties.  

 

This paper will discuss transboundary water issues between Pakistan 
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and India and their mutual grievances with regards to the water sharing 

mechanism under the World Bank-backed Indus Water Treaty (IWT). 

The study will also show how a suitable joint framework can ultimately 

lead towards equitable sharing of water between Pakistan and India and 

lower the risk of any future conflict in an already fraught relationship 

between them. 

 

Background 
 

The Indus Basin system is the major water reservoir in the 

subcontinent. It comprises six major rivers: three western rivers (Indus, 

Jhelum and Chenab) and three eastern rivers (Sutlej, Beas and Ravi). It 

cuts across both Pakistan and India. Given the history of hostile relations 

between the two countries, any discussion about shared water between 

Pakistan and India has become increasingly associated with national 

security. The history of water sharing issues between the two countries 

can be traced back to the partition of British India in 1947 which led to 

the creation of two independent states, Pakistan and India. With partition 

arose the issue of Jammu and Kashmir, a disputed territory in northern 

India from where the Indus river system originates and passes through 

both countries. The British left the settlement of water issues to be 

resolved by the nascent governments of the two new independent states.  

 

The partition in itself was a bloody event and led to the biggest 

migration of people ever seen, across the newly drawn boundaries.
7
 

Furthermore, according to former World Bank Senior Water Advisor 

John Briscoe,
8
 the partition of India took place on religious grounds and 

no attention was given to hydrology. The geography of partition was 

done in such a way that headworks of the rivers entering Pakistan fell 

within the Indian territory. Thus India emerged as an upper riparian with 
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control over the canal headworks that supplied water to the province of 

Pakistani Punjab, once the breadbasket of British India and now a lower 

riparian. This left Pakistan with a feeling of water insecurity from the 

very beginning. Pakistan‟s fears were realised very early on when in 

1948 India blocked the flow of Sutlej river into Pakistan, causing severe 

damage to Pakistan‟s agriculture. A provisional treaty, the Inter 

Dominion Accord, was signed between the two countries in May 1948 in 

which India dictated the conditions regarding the quantities of water and 

payments demanded for releasing water into Pakistan.
9
 This issue sowed 

seeds of further mistrust between the two countries which had already 

gone to war in the same year over Jammu and Kashmir. Many analysts in 

Pakistan now believe that this was a critical error on the part of the 

Pakistani government of the time as it set a precedent for India to violate 

international norms over discharge of water into international rivers.
10

  

 

India, due to its location, size and adjoining borders with other South 

Asian countries, acts both as a lower and upper riparian state, and has 

been involved in conflict with most of its neighbours on water sharing 

issues. Apart from Pakistan, Bangladesh being lower riparian to India has 

also had serious reservations with regard to equitable sharing of water 

with India. The Ganges Water-Sharing Treaty (GWST) was signed 

between India and Bangladesh in 1996. Although the treaty resolved the 

dispute over Farakka barrage built on river Ganges, differences on 

Bangladesh‟s share of water during the lean period have persisted.
11

 

Another example is that of Nepal-India relations. Nepal is an upper 

riparian to India. The two countries signed the Mahakali Treaty in 1996, 
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yet the tensions between them over water sharing continue to simmer, 

primarily on the part of the Nepalese who believe that the water treaties 

are biased in India‟s favour due to lack of transparency in decision 

making during the signing of the treaty.
12

  

 

The IWT between Pakistan and India is different from other 

troublesome water sharing treaties signed between various countries of 

the South Asian region as it addresses specific water allocation issues and 

provides unique design requirements for dams to ensure the steady flow 

of water and generation of hydroelectricity. 

 

Indus Water Treaty 
 

India being the upper riparian state held a position of strength vis-à-

vis Pakistan as it could at any time stop the flow of water coming into 

Pakistan. After the initial treaty of 1948, policy makers from both sides 

actively engaged to come up with a framework to reduce the risk of any 

future conflict between the two countries. As both countries were poor 

and underdeveloped, it was in their best interest to resolve the burgeoning 

water issue. Initially India was against any third party mediation, but 

when the World Bank indicated interest in helping the two South Asian 

neighbours solve their water dispute, India did not show much resistance. 

Eugene Black, the then President of the World Bank, played a key part in 

bringing out a meaningful resolution to the water crisis. Black‟s interest 

in resolving the Indo-Pak water dispute had stemmed from his realisation 

that it could act as a serious threat to the economic progress of the newly 

independent states.
13

 The World Bank allayed India‟s concerns by 

making it clear from the outset that it would not adjudicate the conflict, 

but only act as a moderator to bring about a suitable agreement. Pakistan 

was not happy with the stance taken by the World Bank, but as it was 

negotiating from a position of weakness it had no option but to agree to 
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this stance. The only positive for Pakistan was that at least the 

intervention by the World Bank into the matter had brought India to the 

negotiation table, which it was unwilling to do previously. 

 

Yet, after nearly two years of intense negotiations, the two sides were 

nowhere close to finding an appropriate solution to the water sharing 

problem. It was then that the World Bank offered, in 1954, its own 

proposal going beyond the limited domain it had initially assigned to 

itself by forcing both sides to consider a tangible plan for the future use 

of the Indus Basin and its tributaries. According to the proposal, India 

was offered the control and use of three eastern tributaries: Ravi, Beas 

and Sutlej, whereas Pakistan was given the use of three western 

tributaries: Indus, Jhelum and Chenab. Storage reservoirs like canals and 

dams were to be constructed to divert water from the western rivers to 

replenish the eastern river water supply lost by Pakistan.
14

 The financing 

for the construction of the storage facilities which would transfer water 

from the western rivers to Pakistan was the major stumbling block, which 

hindered the signing of the agreement. To resolve the impasse, the World 

Bank came up with an external financing plan backed mainly by the 

United States and the United Kingdom. In 1960, after almost 10 years of 

tedious negotiations, both sides came to an agreement and the Indus 

Water treaty was signed by Pakistani President Ayub Khan and Indian 

Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Under the terms of the treaty, the water 

use of three eastern rivers, which comprised almost 20 per cent of all 

water in the Indus Basin, was given to India, and the use of the western 

rivers was allocated to Pakistan. Two further provisions were added 

regarding the allocation of limited water for consumptive use in Jammu 

and Kashmir, and allowance for India to use water from western rivers 

for hydropower generation.
15
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A dispute-resolution mechanism was added to the IWT, which relied 

primarily on bilateral negotiations, but in case of failure a clear external 

mechanism was also provided to deal with any future disputes. According 

to Article IX of the treaty, a permanent Indus Commission was set up to 

deal with conflict resolution through inspection, exchange of data and 

visits through regular meetings, and in case of disagreement, a neutral 

expert would be called in for mediation and arbitration.
16

  

 

The signing of the IWT can be seen as a watershed event in the 

history of water sharing between Pakistan and India, telling a tale of 

unique cooperation and recurrent conflicts over the interpretations of the 

water sharing that forms the foundation for this cooperation. According 

to Briscoe, the IWT is widely considered to be the most important water 

treaty in the world, and has endured despite more than five decades of 

hostility between India and Pakistan.
17

 The IWT offers a viable 

framework for resolving water disputes between Pakistan and India, and 

remained neutral in its overtones by neither upholding India‟s claim of 

exclusive rights over the rivers passing through its boundaries, nor 

Pakistan‟s demands for the restoration of pre partition status quo of 

unobstructed access to the waters of the rivers of the Indus Basin. The 

IWT therefore enjoys the support of governments, experts and civil 

society within and outside the South Asian region.
18

  

 

Pakistan’s Concerns 
 

Pakistan is increasingly becoming a water-scarce country. There has 

been a depletion of its fresh water resources because of increasing 

population, which is growing at a rate of 1.6 per cent per annum, and 
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adverse climate variations like draught and erratic monsoon patterns.
19

 

Pakistan‟s largely agrarian economy is dependent upon the Indus Basin 

and its tributaries. The Indus Basin emerges from Jammu and Kashmir, 

which is a disputed territory between Pakistan and India. In fact, the 

Jammu and Kashmir dispute and water dispute are interlinked. According 

to Pervez Musharraf, the former President of Pakistan, the Jammu and 

Kashmir dispute was primarily based on the distribution of the waters of 

the Indus and its tributaries between India and Pakistan and if one of the 

two were resolved, the other would not exist.
20

 Being upper riparian, 

India is in much better position vis-à-vis Pakistan as it has complete 

control over the water resources, placing Pakistan in a very precarious 

situation.  

 

The question of utilisation of water for hydropower generation and 

commercial irrigation in the disputed territory is a matter of great concern 

for Pakistan. Pakistani policymakers are concerned that India is not only 

fast building dams on the western rivers, it is simultaneously engaged in 

activities aimed at stopping Pakistan from building storage dams on these 

rivers by controlling the supply of water by filling water in its dams in 

clear violation of the IWT.
21

 Pakistan, which is a single basin country, 

relies heavily on the Indus Basin water to meet its domestic, agricultural 

and industrial needs. Indian projects on the rivers allocated to Pakistan 

including the Wullar Barrage, Baglihar and Kishenganga dams in Indian 

Occupied Kashmir have rung alarm bells in Pakistan. Pakistan‟s 

apprehensions arise out of increasing water scarcity in Pakistan as it is 

dependent on fresh water supply from the western rivers. Moreover, 

being a lower riparian country makes it vulnerable to increasing number 

of Indian water projects in Jammu and Kashmir. The IWT includes 
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provisions on a minimum supply of water, but it does not address the 

question of distribution of water, neither does it take into account 

demographic developments within each country which change the 

demand for water. Therefore, it puts Pakistan in a conundrum because 

while the IWT protected usage at the time of its signing, it does not 

safeguard each country‟s water interests in the future. 

 

The IWT permits India to build run-of-the-river projects, which are 

small-scale hydroelectric projects that require no dam, reservoir or 

flooding to generate electricity – the natural flow and elevation of a river 

are used to create power,
22

 and almost all Indian reservoirs on the Indus, 

Chenab and Jhelum can be termed as run-of-the-river projects. But these 

projects can have serious repercussions for the downstream country. 

There have been apprehensions on the Pakistani side that these projects 

will let India acquire manipulative control over water flows into Pakistan, 

and, in the worst case scenario, store water in the dry season and release 

it in the wet season.
23

 Briscoe believes that Pakistan does have a 

legitimate cause for concern, and, according to his estimates, if India is 

able to construct all of its planned projects, it could have the capacity of 

holding up nearly a month‟s worth of river flow during Pakistan‟s critical 

dry season which would be enough to ruin Pakistan‟s entire planting 

season.
24

 This gives credence to Pakistan‟s fears that India could use the 

control of water supply as a weapon against Pakistan‟s agriculture 

heartland in the future, if it is able to complete all of its hydro projects in 

Jammu and Kashmir.  
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According to Pakistan‟s Commissioner for Indus Waters Mirza Asif 

Beg, Pakistan‟s objections to the run-of-the-river projects pertain to 

violations of the design criteria suggested in the IWT, and the storage 

projects the Indians are building on the western rivers. Pakistan would 

not object to reasonable justifications by the Indian side, but will never 

forgo its rights provided under the IWT.
25

 Indian projects have also had 

adverse transboundary effects for Pakistan not only effecting its 

environment, but also decreasing its power generating capacity like in the 

case of planned Neelum-Jhelum hydropower project. The present 

demographic, economic and environmental challenges increase distrust 

between both countries, and escalate tensions which may lead to a war-

like situation and threaten regional stability. 

 

Pakistan has also been frustrated by the rulings of International Court 

of Arbitration (ICA), regarding the disputes over the design of Baglihar 

and Kishenganga dams. The overall design of the Baglihar dam being 

built by India on the Chenab was upheld by Professor Raymond Lafitte, 

the Neutral Expert (NE) appointed by the World Bank to consider 

Pakistan‟s objections to the Baglihar project in 2007.
26

 The NE in his 

findings approved the project and found it to be compliant with the 

bylaws of the IWT, much to the chagrin of Pakistani authorities, which 

had severe reservations over the storage capacity of the project, which 

would hinder flow of water coming into Pakistan. In December 2013, the 

ICA allowed India to carry on with the construction of Kishenganga dam 

after Pakistan raised concerns regarding the diversion of the waters of 

river Neelum and the effect it would have on Pakistan‟s own 

hydroelectric project under construction downstream of river Neelum. 

The ICA, however, decided that India shall release a minimum flow of 9 
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cusecs into the Neelum at all times.
27

 These rulings by the ICA have 

severely harmed Pakistan and increased its water insecurity challenges in 

addition to providing cover to India to keep building numerous 

hydropower projects in Jammu and Kashmir. 

 

Indian Viewpoint 
 

The Indian argument has been that the IWT gives it the right to 

develop hydropower and water storage reservoirs on the western rivers of 

the Indus Basin. Moreover, India asserts, all the projects being carried out 

in the Indian Occupied Kashmir are based on the run-of-the-river 

hydroelectric plants, which will not change the course of the western 

rivers flowing into Pakistan, and that mass storage would not be 

undertaken. India also claims that no single completed or proposed Indian 

project on the three western rivers of the Indus Basin alone has the 

potential to significantly limit flows of water into Pakistan,
28

 because, 

India argues, water flow in the western rivers is dependent upon melting 

of snow and rainfall, rather than diversion of water supply through its 

water reservoirs.
29

 

 

Moreover, Indian authorities maintain, with rapidly increasing 

population, water preservation is critical for India, and the hydro projects 

in Jammu and Kashmir, including the Kishenganga dam, are vital for 

energy generation to propel its growing economy. The Indian 

government is also working on new water management approaches like 
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rainwater harvesting, basin management and efficient use of resources 

through community participation in decision making through 

decentralisation of power. India has been asserting that under the IWT, it 

can undertake projects on the western rivers for general conservation, 

flood control, irrigation and hydropower generation by informing 

Pakistani side before starting of any such projects.
30

 

 

US Viewpoint  
 

According to a recent report by the US Congressional Research 

Service, the lack of fresh water in Pakistan due to increase in demand and 

drought has affected agricultural production and reduced the area of 

arable land, and has turned out to be a huge problem for a country with 

such a high population growth rate.
31

 Pakistan has one of the world‟s 

largest glacial reserves in its mountainous Northern Areas supplying 

fresh water to the Indus Basin, the world‟s largest irrigation system, but 

according to many UN reports these glaciers are melting at a rapid pace 

due to climate change and will affect the water resources of both Pakistan 

and India.
32

 Many US experts also argue that issues over water are 

increasing tensions between Pakistan and India, and American policy and 

foreign security interests could be threatened in the region by the nexus 

between security and environmental concerns in Pakistan. Another US 

Congressional Report, for example, argues that water issue when 

combined with the other socioeconomic and political stresses on 
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Pakistan, has the potential to further weaken the Pakistani state. Human 

security issues affect Pakistan more than extremism and political 

infighting. And as Pakistan is quickly turning from a water-stressed 

nation to a water-scarce one, such a scenario would make it more difficult 

for the US to achieve its goal of neutralising terrorism in the region. The 

report notes that currently this major security issue is receiving little 

attention from Pakistani policy makers.
33

 

 

China’s Viewpoint 
 

China figures prominently in the water relations between Pakistan 

and India. In the Himalayas, China and India are competing for valuable 

hydropower and water resources on the Yarlung Tsangpo–Brahmaputra 

river.
34

 This river is a 2,880 km transboundary river that originates in 

Tibet, China as the Yarlung Tsangpo, before flowing through northeast 

India as the Brahmaputra river and through Bangladesh as the Jamuna 

river.  

 

During his recent visit of March 2015, the Chinese President Xi 

Jinping announced investment in construction of hydropower dams inside 

Pakistan as part of its US$46 billion CPEC project.
35

 Pakistan has also 

been holding discussions with China on larger projects – Diamar Bhasha, 

Bunji and Dasu dams. There is a serious resource competition between 

China and India relating to mass dam building and diversion plans. China 

is building multiple dams on all the major rivers running off the Tibetan 
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plateau, and thus is likely to emerge as the ultimate controller of water 

for nearly 40% of the world‟s population.
36

 

 

China, has rejected the 1997 UN Watercourse Convention (which 

lays down rules on shared water resources to establish an international 

water law), and believes in absolute territorial sovereignty over the 

waters within its borders. On the upper Mekong, China has already built 

four dams. These dams are being constructed without the approval of 

downstream neighbours, including the 60 million people in Cambodia 

and Vietnam who fear these barriers will block fish migration and 

deprive them of fertile silt for their rice fields.
37

 According to Indian 

geopolitical analyst Brahma Chellaney, China-India disputes have shifted 

from land to water, and water is the new divide and is going centre stage 

in politics. India is in the weaker position because half of its water comes 

directly from China. However, both Pakistan and Bangladesh are fearful 

of resultant Indian plans for water diversions and hydropower generation. 

Despite Indian concerns, chances of a water war are very slim, as 

numerous facts indicate Chinese activities won‟t impact river flow. 

Chinese dams have been confirmed as run-of-the-river and China has 

also discarded plans for river diversion due to high economic costs and 

environmental risks.
38

  

 

China has so far not built any significant hydropower project on the 

Indus due to the scarce population and greater distance of Western Tibet 

from the Chinese economic heartland, rendering it less beneficial. Thus 

the flow of water to downstream Pakistan is not hampered. On the other 
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hand, China is building major dams on the Brahmaputra that has higher 

hydropower potential for China, thus hampering the flow of water to 

downstream India and eventually Bangladesh.
39

 This may increase 

chances of conflict between the two countries and, according to Saalman, 

India is already preparing for the possibility of a two front war against 

China and Pakistan.
40

 
 

Conclusion and Policy Recommendations 
 

The IWT should not be viewed as division of waters as was the case 

of division of land during the partition of 1947, but rather as a mode of 

cooperation on water sharing. The IWT has proved to be an outstanding 

example of cooperation between Pakistan and India over the past five 

decades, and it seems to moderate the worst impulses of both countries 

toward each other, and perhaps therein lies its greatest strength.
41

 

However, due to growing water scarcity on both sides of the border, the 

IWT is coming under increased strain. Increasing Pakistani needs and the 

continuing building of hydropower dams by India on the western rivers 

may further threaten the Treaty, which has no exist strategy. Water issue 

is a core issue between the two countries because, firstly, it is related to 

the disputed Jammu and Kashmir issue, and secondly, Pakistan is 

dependent on a single river basin, which its economy, agriculture and 

energy needs rely on. 

 

Pakistan being a semi-arid country is facing severe water issues and 

loses significant amounts of water due to the lack of storage facilities as it 

has constructed no water storage reservoir on the Indus since the Tarbela 

dam was built in 1976. There is a need for adequate management of 

water supplies by Pakistan within its borders by starting work on the 
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stalled water storage projects like the Diamer-Bhasha, Dasu and Bunji 

dams, which would not only cater to its water needs but also improve its 

energy generation capacity. 

 

Both Pakistan and India are poor managers of water, even though 

there is enough water in the Indus Basin to provide for the livelihoods of 

the people in both countries, provided that the water is managed 

efficiently and equitably. Water issues can lead to contribute towards a 

major conflict between both Pakistan and India, if an impartial 

framework is not formulated by both sides in the near future. Experiences 

across the globe like the Itaipu Hydel Project between Brazil and 

Paraguay show that in many situations, rather than causing a conflict, the 

need for water sharing can generate unexpected cooperation. The 

following recommendations can be used by the policy-makers on both 

sides to come up with a suitable resolution to the thorny issue of water 

sharing: 

 

 The IWT‟s dispute resolution mechanism should be modernised 

according to the changing environmental and demographic 

realities on both sides of the border to bring it more in line with 

contemporary international watercourse law, which pertains to the 

use and conservation of all waters that cross international 

boundaries, including both surface and groundwater. 

 There should be an institutional mechanism to exchange data 

regarding the hydrology of the current and planned projects on the 

shared rivers, especially the flow data to ensure equitable sharing 

of water. 

 Both countries should use the platform of South Asian 

Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) on issues like 

water management and agricultural growth with emphasis on 

greater interaction and cooperation between member countries to 

seek water management solutions through joint hydropower 

projects and energy swaps between the countries. 

 Strong political will should be demonstrated by both sides to 

make joint management of the Indus Basin possible without 

politicising the issue. 
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 A Regional Centre for Water Management should be set up to 

ensure efficient use of available water resources. Both India and 

Pakistan should send their researchers to the Centre to study and 

deliberate on water issues. 

 Water issue should be separated from other outstanding issues 

between the two countries, and the resolution of water disputes 

should be made a top priority in any future confidence building 

measures. 

 

It is high time that India ended its high-handed upper riparian politics, 

and instead put its efforts towards engaging Pakistan for an integrated 

Indus Basin management system, as both countries stand to lose 

enormously from conflict that could arise out of water disputes. Water 

sharing demands policies of consensus and compromise; therefore, steps 

ought to be taken towards a new approach to water security, one that 

focuses on the need for cooperative management of shared natural 

resources rather than confrontation. 

 


