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Water feuds are particularly intense in the South Asian region. Geographically, the
states in South Asia extended over the distinctive landscape. The region is endowed with
abundant natural resources. The states are heavily reliant upon transboundary waters to meet
their national requirements. However, the geopolitical entity in this region provides a base for
conflicts. That made the region a volatile and conflict-ridden in the world. To understand the
imbroglio, it is salient to look at the Indus river system. The Indus Basin is a vital geophysical
factor of the Indian subcontinent. However, the partition led to an arbitrary split of the Indus
Basin. The new political boundary line drawn by Radcliffe across the Indus Basin divided its
parts between India and Pakistan. It has placed India the upstream and Pakistan the down
riparian on five of the six rivers in the Indus system. So, the line has intensified the water
dispute between these two new nations. However, the dispute on the Indus waters began long
before the deadly partition and it continues today. It was started in the form of interstate
differences between the Sind, Punjab, Bahawalpur, and Bikaner. After the partition, it became

an international subject between West Punjab (Pakistan) and East Punjab (India).

After the partition, the new geopolitical line has exacerbated challenges and concerns.
In order to de-escalate the situation, the officials of the two countries met and signed a
“Standstill Agreement” in December 1947. They agreed to retain the supply of water to the
Pakistani canals. Though with the expiration of this agreement in March 1948 India instantly
stopped water supply to Pakistan, which fuelled extreme echelon of antagonism between
them. On 4 May 1948, they signed an interim agreement and decided to recognise and respect

the each other’s requirement for water. But the treaty didn’t gaze as the permanent solution.

David Lilienthal, former Chairman of the Tennessee Valley Authority, visited the
subcontinent in 1951 and recommended some mechanisms to administer the Indus Basin by
joint control. It was after his suggestions that the World Bank agreed to proftfer the negotiation

to resolve the water issue.

The Indus Water Treaty was signed by the then Indian Prime Minister Jawaharlal
Nehru and the then Pakistani President Mohammad Ayoub Khan and mediated by the World
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Bank President W. A. B. Iliff on 19 September 1960 after eight years of talk between these
two countries. It gave India the full right to utilise the water of three rivers, Ravi, Sutlej, Beas
(IWT, Article 11), and recognised the right of Pakistan to utilise the water of Jhelum, Indus,
and Chenab (IWT Article 111).

Niranjan D. Gulhati (1973) in his book, Indus Water Treaty: An Exercise in
International Mediation, argues that the treaty brought to an end the long-standing dispute
between these two countries on the use of the waters of the Indus river systems for
hydropower and irrigation. It provides one of the salient and comprehensive mechanisms of
conflict resolution. The World Bank played an important role in resolving the Indus water

dispute.

The treaty not only determined the rights and privileges of these two countries in
regard to the sharing of river water but also created a mechanism for conflict resolution in
case of future conflicts having to do with rivers. It was the first dispute regarding water use in
which an international organisation played a successful role in resolving. This treaty has
gained reputation throughout the globe as a successful instance of conflict resolution. In the
context of the treaty, it has been widely noted that despite the grim political relations between
these two countries it has been working fairly or sensibly well (Iyer 2002). The treaty also
created a Permanent Indus Commission and Indus Basin Development Fund. The Jammu and
Kashmir government has raised objections against the concord as it doesn’t heed the interests
and well-being of the state. It has arrogated and divested the state of its intrinsic rights over its
own water resources. The Kashmiri regard that the treaty was discriminatory in nature. Yet
relations between these two countries have see-sawed significantly in the time since the

agreement.

However, the treaty has not fully resolved water issues between these two countries.
The new issues cropped up after the treaty. The first issue arose in the 1970s over Salal
Hydro-Electric Project on Chenab River in Jammu and Kashmir. After long and complex

discussions on the issue, it was finally resolved through an accord on 14 April 1978. The
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recent issues like Tulbul Navigation Project and the Kishanganga Project have brought the
sustainability of the treaty under intense scrutiny. The other issue on Baglihar Hydroelectric
Power Project emerged in 1999. India wanted to build a dam on the Chenab River, a river
given to Pakistan. When India started its construction in 2002 Pakistan objected and raised
concerns that this dam would allow India’s further control over the Chenab River. It would
generate potential strategic intimidations as well. In 2003 India agreed to suspend the
construction of the project because of Pakistan’s cavils and opposition. Both parties have
different perceptions regarding the projects. So, these issues remained unresolved,
problematic, and intensified the trust gap. They also violated the norms and values of the

treaty.

The ongoing unrest in Jammu and Kashmir and the recent Uri attack have brought the
issue back again. The treaty has come under stress because of a complex set of questions and
challenges posed by the current political situation. The uncertainties are placed about the
permanence of the water-sharing arrangement. The officials of the two countries are engaged
in the war of words at the highest level. The current environment has created further
bitterness and increased tension as well as posed major challenges to the peace process
between them. Indeed, both countries are acting according to their interests and ambitions.
So, this made the region unstable and insecure. All the countries in the region are paying and
agonising intensely for their rivalry. The regional peace now seems improbable and
contemptuous. Even a minor issue runs the risks of escalating into an exchange of arms with

nuclear warheads, which could have disastrous consequences for the region and beyond.
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