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STATE BUREAU
Hyderabad

The State government has
secured 2.25 tmc of water as
an emergency release from
Karnataka ahead of the par-
liamentary polls. In antici-
pation of an impending
water crisis, Irrigation au-
thorities had made a request
in March to the Karnataka
government for release of
water from the upper Kr-
ishna projects in the event of
acute scarcity conditions.
Their Karnataka counter-
parts have responded posi-
tively to the request and
started releasing water from
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TS to get 2.25 tmc from Narayanpur

Karnataka responds positively to Telangana request

the Narayanpur dam on
Wednesday. It would take
two and a half days for the
water released in Karnataka
to reach the Jurala project,
flowing down a distance of
167 kilometres.

A major worry in taking
water from Karnataka proj-
ect was the transmission
loss during the peak sum-
mer.

Minimal trasmission loss
However, the loss is ex-
pected to be minimal this
time, as Karnataka has al-
ready been supporting ther-
mal operations at the
Raichur power station with

regular water supplies to
Guljapur project (112 km
away from Narayanpur).
The Jurala project, which is
to receive water from
Narayanpur dam, is 55 km
away.

Request made for10 TMC
The State had sought 10
TMC of water from Kar-
nataka, which however did
not respond immediately in
view of the water crisis
being faced under the Al-
matti and Narayanpur dams.
[rrigation Secretary Rahuk
Bojja then wrote to his Kar-
nataka counterpart once
again recently requesting at

least 5 TMC. The situation
in Karnataka districts and
cities under the Krishna
basin projects was said to be
relatively better compared
to Bengaluru city, which
falls under the Cauvery
basin.

The Karnataka govern-
ment responded positively
to the request made by the
State after assessing it own
water requirement for the
next three months.

Chief Engineer Vijay
Bhaskar Reddy and his team
of officials met Irrigation of-
ficials of Karnataka in Ben-
galururecently as part of the
mission.
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The growing
supply-demand gap
in water availability
can rapidly escalate
into a contentious
issue among
riparian countries

NEERAJ SINGH MANHAS

he India-China standoff at the

Line of Actual Control (LAC)

in Eastern Ladakh has en-

tered its fourth winter. Mean-
while, bilateral relations have re-
mained in an “abnormal state” since
the 2020 Galwan clashes. Bringing back
normalcy could be a long and complex
process, as issues of divergence be-
tween the two countries go beyond the
disputed border due to water disputes
which have been a topic of significant
contention for a prolonged period.

Water resources are commonly per-

ceived as a communal asset that ought
to be utilised for the collective good.
However, in actuality, the growing sup-
ply-demand gap in water availability
has the potential to rapidly escalate
into a contentious issue among the ri-
parian countries. The exacerbation of
tensions over water resources in India
and China can be attributed to their in-
tricate political relations and persistent
border conflicts.

Dams Galore

The construction of dams and hy-
dropower projects by China on the
Brahmaputra River (Yarlung Zangbo)
has generated apprehension in India
regarding the possible ramifications on
water flow downstream. Over 87,000
dams have been built across China, in-
cluding in Tibet — a significant num-
ber of these dams are situated on India-
shared international waterways.

India is reviving its 12 hydropower
projects, which are expected to gener-
ate 11,517 megawatts of energy along the
border and cost around $15.3 billion. On
the Chinese side, a ‘super dam’ is under
construction on Tibet’s Yarlung
Tsangpo. The Indian government has
made allegations against China for in-
sufficient sharing of hydrological data
about the upstream region of trans-
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Borders and water tensions

boundary rivers, thereby aggravating
the tensions between the two nations.

Riparian Relations

The contested LAC, which is nearly
3,440 km long, and its shifting nature
as a result of rivers, lakes and snow-
caps have led to confrontations at var-
ious spots. India and China’s riparian
ties and their border conflict cannot
be delinked, the fact that their close
geographic proximity and overlapping
territories often affect both these is-
sues. The shared geographical back-
drop of the disputed border regions
and the rivers that originate from
those areas provide the link between
the two, and this is where the connec-
tion can be found.

Many people in these border areas
are dependent on agriculture and pas-
toralism for their livelihoods. The frag-
ile ecosystems of the Himalayas are
particularly vulnerable to such pres-
sures, which leads to long-term
changes in water availability and qual-
ity for downstream states. In the con-
text of riparian relations, the upper ri-
parian states always assert that they
have the ‘absolute territorial sover-
eignty’ to use rivers for their own pur-
poses without consulting the lower ri-
parian states. This can be seen in the
case of the Nile River basin, Mekong
River basin and Indus River basin. The
lower riparian states, on the other
hand, uphold the idea of ‘absolute terri-
torial integrity’ of rivers, while high-
lighting that the acts of the upper ripar-
ian states should not hurt the flow of
water farther downstream.

Water Laws

It is important to note that China was
one of the three nations that did not ac-
cept the United Nations Convention on
the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses
of International Watercourses in 1997.
China’s reasons for not accepting the
UN Convention are complex and mul-
tifaceted. This indicates that China
does not wish to be bound by interna-
tional accords on the distribution of
water resources. Also, China does not
have any formal water-sharing
arrangements with the countries in its
immediate vicinity. Instead, China
tends to perceive water as a strategic
resource and a tool for use in the for-
mation of its policies regarding the sur-
rounding regions.

China is in a position to exercise con-
trol and leverage over the water re-
sources it commands as a result of its
“fortunate position” as a nation located
in an upper riparian region. The lower
riparian states can also have a com-
mand over a relatively less powerful
upper riparian nation. This can be a
powerful deterrent, as the upper ripar-
ian states will be reluctant to do any-

Chinaisin a position to
exercise control over water
resources owing to its
“fortunate position”

since it is located in the
upper riparian region

thing that could jeopardise their water
supply.

India is located in a middle riparian
location, which makes it more reliant
on the headwaters of rivers like the
Brahmaputra, Indus and Sutlej, all of
which are fed by the Tibetan plateau.
Because of this dependence, India is at
a greater risk of experiencing water
scarcity. The rivers and their re-
sources are more difficult to manage as
aresult of this territorial dispute. The
Indus and the Sutlej flow on the west-
ern side, while the Brahmaputra flows
on the eastern side. Chinese hydrolo-
gists, however, claim that the Brahma-
putra has a sufficient supply of water
and would not have a substantial im-
pact on India.

Furthermore, India’s concerns con-
tinue to centre on the release of flood-
water during the monsoon season
rather than a lack of available water.
However, most rivers become fatter
after they are joined by tributaries and
fed by precipitation in the plains, ac-
cording to data. This is because the
tributaries add more water to the river,
and the precipitation in the plains also
adds to the river’s flow.

Working Together

The potential for cooperation between
India and China on the Brahmaputra
River must primarily focus on reducing
the severity of floods and investigating
the possibility of jointly producing hy-
droelectric power. It is important to
have hydrological data that is accurate
and collected consistently for efficient
transboundary water arrangements.

The importance of India and China
working together to improve the chan-
nels for sharing data and generating
data is mentioned in the Memorandum
of Understanding signed in 2002 and
renewed in 2008, 2013 and 2018. Simi-
larly, an MoU on the Sutlej River was
signed in 2004 and updated in 2010 and
2015. Under these MoUs, China shares
real-time data with India on water lev-
els, discharge and rainfall from hydro-
logical stations along the two rivers
during the flood season (June-Octo-
ber). India uses this data to better man-
age its water supplies and reduce the
risk of flooding. Though both MoUs ex-
pired in 2023, China continues to pro-
vide data on Sutlej. The two countries
are now in the process of renewing
their MoUs.

It is necessary to make diplomatic ef-
forts, engage in constructive discourse
and have the political will to find solu-
tions that are mutually acceptable to
resolve water and border problems. In-
ternational mediation, implementation
of confidence-building measures and
drafting of agreements are essential to
successfully resolve conflicts. Both
countries must handle concerns linked
to water in a transparent manner to re-
store confidence and ease tensions.

(The author is Special Advisor,
South Asia, at Parley Policy Initiative,
Republic of Korea. Views are personal)
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KJ JOoY

omeelection time,

candidates of every

political hue promise water

tothe people. Such

promises reverberate
throughthe constituencies, especially
the drought prone ones asalsothe cities.

Water scarcityis everywhere — rural

aswellasurban, Maharashtrareports
thatalmostall of its reservoirsare getting
empty. The Sangliand Satara district
administration issued prohibitory orders
tostopwater theft asthe water crisisin
thesetwodistrictsdeepens.
Twenty-seven blocksin Maharashtraare
witnessing agroundwater drought —
deficiencyingroundwaterlevelsand
availability — says Groundwater Survey
and Development Agency (GSDA) report
for the month of March. Bengaluru’s
water crisisis asubject of discussion
everywhere. After the elections
everybody, including thosewho get
elected onthe promise, forget aboutit.
Till thenext elections.

SUPPLY SIDE OPTIONS

Election promisesare alwaysabout
supply side options. Theyareallabout
ways of getting more and more water to
the area—whether itis for agriculture in
theruralareas or drinking water tothe
cities. Substantive issues in the water
sector like sustainable use, equitable
accessand participatorygovernance
never become part of the election
agenda. The imaginationisaboutgetting
water fromlonger distances, sometimes
hundredsofkilometres. Or getting water
from centralised, mega projects. Today,
even to provide decentralised and
dispersed needs, for example domestic
water needs thatwould require 5-6 per
centofavailable water, the governments
build centralised watergridsand huge
water infrastructures,

The gigantic Mission Bhagiratha with
afinancial outlay of¥42,853 crore,
initiated by the previous Government of
Telangana to providedrinking water to
the State, is an example of this. At the
national level thereis the Jal Jeevan
Mission’to provide safe and adequate
drinking water through individual
household tap connections toall
households in rural India by 2024 with
theattractive slogan har gharjal’ (water
ineveryhouse). There iscynicism
creepinginabout thisveryambitious
infrastructure project. Will it bring taps
butnowater?

‘HYDRAULIC MISSION’ PROBLEMS
Theimagination of the political class is
aboutlarge waterinfrastructure, often
called the hydraulic missionmode. It

A manifesto for

— L —

water use

WAY AHEAD. Politicians promise grandiose projects for parched regions,

emerged as adistinctiveapproachto
watertowards theend of the 19th
centuryinthe West. It got fully
developed asa system in the 20th
century. Large dams, power generation
and huge transmission networks and
large-scale water resource development
are the outcomes of this approach.
Interlinking of rivers (ILR) takes the
hydraulic mission approachtonewer
heights. Itisworthnoting that the West,
where thehydraulic mission mode
originated, haslong given itup for more
ecologically sustainable options.

ALTERNATIVE WATERAGENDA
The Vikalp Sangam manifestosetsa
radically differentagenda for water. It
says that water policies and programmes
should have the following sequential
wateruse prioritisation: water forlife
(drinking, washing, sanitation, livestock,
wildlife), ecosystemneedsand
functions, livelihoods (including food
production), adaptation to changes
(climate, land use, livelihoods, etc),and
industrial/infrastructural use.
Thereisaneed to disaggregate water
use taking place under the rubric of
domestic water between lifeline and

There is a need to
disaggregate water use
taking place under the
rubric of domestic water
between lifeline and luxury
uses in the urban arcas.

whereas decentralised solutions are needed

luxuryusesin theurbanareas. Thereisa
need to curbluxuryand wasteful uses.
Thereare no curbs presentlyon water
from therural areasand from agriculture
gettingre-allocated tothe cities.

Thisis happening everywherein India.
Maharashtrahasbeenin the lead. The
Prayas Resourcesand Livelihoods Group
studyreport (2013) shows diversion of
agriculture water tonon-irrigation
purposes, especiallyto meet urban
domestic water needs, between 2003 and
2010 wastothe tune of about 2000 Mm3
(million cubic meter) from 51 dams. This
seems to have reduced theirrigation
potential byabout 323,300 ha. More
water entering cities does not guarantee
water totheurban poor. They continue
todepend oninformal water markets and
tankers. Interestingly, thereisno
articulation coming up from our cities
saying thatthe cites candowith much
less water.

Thereis tremendous scope toreduce
water footprint. Take the case of thermal
power plants in the country. They take up
the highest proportion of industrial
waterused. Indian thermal power plants
areoneof themost inefficient when it
comestowater used per unit power
produced. It hasbeen estimated that by
converting all thermal power plantsfrom
once-through open-loopto closed-cycle
coolingsystems using recycled water,
about 65,000 million litres per day of
freshwater can be saved.

WATER CONSERVATION
Agriculture accountsfor 80-85 per cent

MUSTAFAH KK

of total water use. Withinagriculture,
rice, wheatand sugarcane accountfor the
bulk of water use. There are many
promising agronomical practices that are
being promoted especially by civil society
organisations across the countryaround
these crops thatcan result in large water
savings. Systemof Rice Intensification
(SRI) in the case of Rice and Sustainable
SugarInitiative (SSI) are examples of
these.

InIndiathe gap between Irrigation
Potential Created (IPC) and Irrigation
Potential Utilised (TPU) has been
increasing mainly since the Sixth Five
Year Planperiod (1980-85). NITI Aayog
estimates the gap presently tobe about
24millionhectares. Amongst other
reasons, one important reasonisthe
absence of water distribution system;
andevenifthe systemisthereitisina
state of perpetual disrepair. Bridging this
gap can ensurewater to large rainfed
areas withoutgoing for new dams.

The emphasis should be onsoft
options, It means prioritisation of
decentralised harvestingand governance
over mega-projectsand centralised
governance, withappropriate
combinations of traditionaland modern
knowledge. Thisrequires support for
regeneration, restoration,and
de-polluting of wetlands and water
sourcesand the regenerationand
conservationof their catchments. Are
politicians listening?

Thewriteris part of SOPPECOM, Vikalp Sangamand
Forum for Policy Dialogue on Water Conflicts inIndia



