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Transboundary Water Politics in
the Developing World

This book examines the political economy that governs the management of
international transboundary river basins in the developing world. These
shared rivers are the setting for irrigation, hydropower and flood management
projects as well as water transfer schemes. Often, these projects attempt to
engineer the river basin with deep political, socio-economic and environ-
mental nnplications. The politics of transboundary river basin management
sheds light on the challenges concerning sustainable developnent and utiliza-
tion between sovereign states.

Advancing conceptual thinking beyond simplistic analyses of river basins in
conflict or cooperation, the author proposes a new analytical framework. The
transboundary Waters Interaction NexuS (TWINS) examines the coexistence
of conflict and cooperation in riparian interaction. This framework highlights
the importance of power relations between basin states that determine
negotiation processes and institutions of water resources management. The
analysis illustrates the way river basin management is framed by powerful elite
decision-makers, combined with geopolitical factors and geographical imagi-
nations. In addition, the book explains how national development strategies
and water resources demands have a significant role in shaping the intensities
of conflict and cooperation at the international level

The book draws on detailed case studies from the Ganges River basin in
South Asia, the Orange-Senqu River basin in Southern Africa and Mekong
River basin in Southeast Asia, providing key insights on equity and power
asymmetry applicable to other basins in the developing world.

Naho Mirumachi is a Lecturer in Geography at King’s College London,
UK.
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The importance of this book extends beyond transboundary water and the
developing world to bring intelligent insights to many water issues. Naho
Mirumachi critically examines a number of shibboleths in water management
such as: conflict and cooperation are opposites; agreement means decisions are
equitable; templates like the creation of strong river basin organization struc-
tures leads to better decisions; and increasing resources for the hydrocracy
serves the public interest. This is the best book about water I have read in a

long tume.
Helen Ingram, The Southwest Center, University of Arizona and Professor
Emeritus, University of California at Irvine, USA

Transboundary Water Politics in the Developing World brings insight and nuance
to a field of inquiry dominated by speculation and generalisation. We often
hear that wars of the future will be fought over water by states locked in
competition for a shared but increasingly scarce commodity. But we are also
told that it 1s far more comumon for states to cooperate than it is for them to
conflict over transboundary waters. Applying a rich theoretical framework
dubbed “TWINS’ — the transboundary waters interaction nexus — to three
case studies, Naho Mirumachi sheds new light not only in terms of her cases
— the Mekong, Ganges-Brahmaputra, and Orange—Senqu river basins — but in
terms of what we know and what we can expect from transboundary water
politics. This i1s a must-read for all those interested in the complex ways a
muluplicity of actors, forces and factors come together in the simultaneously
conflictful and cooperative world of water resources development and
management

Larry A. Swatuk, University of Waterloo, Canada
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1 Introduction

How water becomes political

Wicked water

Water resources management has often been described as a ‘wicked problem’,
defying easy solutions. It is wicked because there are unknown dimensions to
the science of the natural resource. In addition, there are multiple stakeholders
who hold an array of values inherent in water resources management, rendering
decision-making difficult (Smith and Porter 2010). International transboundary
river basin management presents an even more wicked problem because these
rivers are shared by two or more sovereign states, causing decision-making to be
all the more complex. Much of the water for human consumption comes from
rivers, and there are 276 international transboundary river basins in the world
(De Stefano et al. 2012; see also Figure 1.1). As major sources of freshwater,
many of the world’s river basins are already over-exploited, giving rise to
concern about water scarcity and diminished economic activity (2030 Water
Resources Group 2009). Scientists have warned of the risk of conflict if threats
to both the biodiversity of rivers and human livelihoods are not fully understood
and addressed with appropriate means (Vorosmarty et al. 2010: 560).

To address this wicked problem, there are global calls for water
cooperation. The United Nations International Decade for Action “Water for
Life’ highlighted water cooperation as one of the key themes between 2005
and 2015. The various policy reports and awareness-raising campaigns of this
initiative argue that cooperation brings about efficiency in water resources
utilization, spur on regional cooperation and provide broader political bene-
fits not just on water issues (see UN Water 2013a). With the increasing
concern for impacts of climate change in international transboundary river
basins, cooperation is presented as necessary to limit such impacts and to
achieve development goals (World Bank 2010b). A state-of-the art report by
the UN agencies commented: ‘The unavoidable reality that water resources
do not respect political boundaries demonstrates the supranational dimensions
of water, and represents a compelling case for international cooperation on
water management’ (WWAP 2012: 32). According to the authors of these
reports and protagonists of the global calls, international transboundary river
basins would seem to be the epitome of cooperation.
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Figure 1.1 Map of international transboundary river basins in the world (Source:
Product of the Transboundary Freshwater Dispute Database, Department
of Geosciences, Oregon State University. Additional information about
the TFDD may be found at: www.transboundarywaters.orst.edu).

However, | question this fixation on cooperation in international trans-
boundary river basins. The imperative for cooperation seems to obscure the
very wickedness and messiness of dealing with these shared waters. Regarding
the Nile River, the cooperation fostered by the Nile Basin Initiative, an institu-
tion established between ten basin states, is claimed to be a de facto issue:
‘nobody in the basin any longer questions whether cooperation on the Nile is
necessary, desirable or doable. Rather, the conversation has shifted focus onto
how to promote and expedite it’ (Seid er al. 2013: 37). But what specitfically
does cooperation mean for the basin states? What does ‘Nile cooperation” look
like? The relationship between Ethiopia constructing the Grand Ethiopian
Renaissance Dam and downstream Egypt poses some interesting questions over
such ideals of cooperation. The dam represents an opportunity for the eco-
nomic development for Ethiopia, symbolizing its ambition and prowess in the
region (Wuilbercq 2014). For Egypt, the dam raises concerns for its national
security, with the premise that ‘[i]f Egypt is the Nile’s gift, then the Nile is a
gift to Egypt’ (BBC 2013). This bilateral relationship has experienced stalled
negotiations over downstream water availability and environmental impacts (Al
Jazeera 2014). The issue flared up at one point in 2013, with the Egyptian
prime minister invoking spilling blood over water (George 2013). Unlike the
claim that cooperation is unquestioned, the political reality presents a complex
situation in which the distinction between whether cooperation will happen
and how it can happen is not so black and white.
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While there are calls for cooperation in international transboundary river
basins, it 15 worth examining the contrast between the number of these rivers
and levels of institutionalization achieved. The 276 international transbound-
ary river basins are shared by 148 sovereign states, and over 2.7 billion of the
world’s population is reliant on these waters (De Stefano et al. 2012: 198).
Acute militarized conflict between basin states is non-existent (Yofte et al.
2003). Rather, between 1820 and 2007, approximately 688 agreements,
amendment documents and protocols on international transboundary rivers
were signed. Despite this volume of agreements, fewer than half of the inter-
national transboundary river basins have established treaties. In basins with
three or more sovereign states, there is a tendency for treaties to be signed by
only a partial group of states, and treaties that govern the entire basin area in
the minority (Giordano et al. 2014). Rather than asking how cooperation
may be improved, it 1s first necessary to understand what is happening n a
situation where there i1s no overt conflict but agreements are being signed,
though the reach of cooperation is limited by the number of formal treaties.
What kind of transboundary water management is being achieved in this situ-
ation? What is the relationship between conflict and cooperation?

A critical examination of conflict and cooperation is required it we are to
improve our knowledge of international transboundary river basin manage-
ment. | argue that conflict and cooperation coexist in these basins, and that a
narrow focus only on cooperation misses out on a full understanding of the
politics of transboundary waters. The focus of this book is the politics that
surround the use, management and governance of international transbound-
ary river basins. The main aim is to understand how, and why, conflict and
cooperation occur during the process of addressing shared water resources.
This process poses serious allocative challenges, not only for the natural
resource itselt, but also for the values associated with its use and the social
order established to manage it. Coexisting conflict and cooperation is a reflec-
tion of this socio-political process.

Understanding conflict and cooperation over
international transboundary rivers

Examining water conflict or water cooperation only would provide a partial
picture of how water becomes political. The aforementioned case between
Ethiopia and Egypt cannot be simply and sensationally described as one of
‘water war’ as the media has done (see Schwartzstein 2013). Instead, the
project represents how diplomatic conflict through provocative words
coexists with deliberations over project details, in an attempt to maintain and
challenge water utilization and allocation in the Nile. In the lower Mekong
River basin, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam have been celebrated for
achieving a water agreement based on sustainable development principles and
for establishing the Mekong River Commission (MRC). However, the
implementation of the agreement has been controversial, exemplifying
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degrees of conflict coexisting with the cooperative outlook of the MRC
mission. Consensus for basin development plans was lacking among the four
states, compounded by an institutional limitation of the MRC and contusion
among the development agencies funding it (MRC 2013: 35-36). A critical
analyst would point to this mix of conflict and cooperation to explain how
riparian relationships are not a given and are subject to a range of factors that
shape visions of basin development and ‘water cooperation’.

As Wolf (2007) noted, while acute militarized conflict has not occurred
between basin states, water scarcity and degradation of water quality can cause
political tension between states and instability within states. Even 1n a com-
paratively developed region like the Danube River basin, environmental
degradation and water quality issues have led to inter-state disputes in the past
(Jansky et al. 2004). Flooding or water abundance can also be a cause for con-
flict, especially as many of the existing transboundary water institutions are
not suthciently equipped to deal with flood management (Bakker 2009).
Water scarcity is often suggested as a determinant, if not one major factor that
makes water allocation and utilization challenging, thus risking conflict. It is
argued that competition for limited water availability intensifies political rela-
tions between states that may already be fragile (Haftendorn 2000). The
Middle East is a frequent example of a region with the high potential tor
conflict as a result of water scarcity (e.g. Kliot 1993; Lowi 1993; Wolf 1995;
Haddadin 2001; Sosland 2007).

Importantly, Mehta (2010¢) contended that ‘scarcity’ may be discursively
framed to justify certain solutions, such as technological innovation and fixes.
For example, building dams as a viable solution utilizing advances in engi-
neering may serve this discourse of water scarcity. By doing so, scarcity is
naturalized, to be taken for granted and as something universal, leading to
‘self-fulfilling prophesies around “crisis”” (Mehta 2010a: 252). These expres-
sions of scarcity expose state power manifested with policies and institutions
to manage ‘crisis’, supporting what Michel Foucault called governmentality
(Mehta 2010b)." The effect of governmentality is that, through discourses of
water scarcity, control of society is achieved by the state in a way that is not
imposed in an overtly top-down fashion, but through a more pervasive
manner (Foucault 1991). However, building more and ‘better’ dams to deal
with water scarcity may in fact only exacerbate the rate of water abstraction
beyond ecological limits, leading to loss of livelihoods and other socio-
economic problems. In fact, scarcity is now a hegemonic concept so uncon-
tested that it is seen by many stakeholders as ‘almost universally applicable to
the water-related challenges of the 21st century’ (Sneddon 2013: 17). The
observation by Trottier (2003) usefully points out that there are decision-
makers who gain from the ‘water war’ discourse drawing on such notions of
scarcity because it consolidates their political power and benefits their
agendas. She also emphasized that cooperation expressed as “water peace’ can
be manipulated to advance one’s interests, allowing it to become a hegemonic
concept.
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[t thus becomes evident that by itself, water is not about politics. As
Warner and Wegerich (2010) usefully reminded us, water is not political by
default and not always about conflict. Rather, water acts as the medium
through which politics occur. They point out that moments of water scarcity,
abundance and degraded water quality often give rise to situations of conflict,
leading to politics over water. Naturalized, universalized and hegemonized
perspectives of scarcity, abundance and other problems relating to water
resources are projected and contested by those with a vested interest in inter-
national transboundary river basin management. I argue that this politics over
water reflects discourses of water as a threat, opportunity, or even a non-issue
that allows for both conflict and cooperation to coexist within the relation-
ships between states. Analysis will reveal how ‘cooperation’ may in fact pose a
discursive space where no alternative water management practices or policies
are entertained — a position in which decision-makers from Nepal found
themselves vis-a-vis India over river basin development plans, explored in
Chapter 4 (this volume). It is not necessarily the physical state of the river
basin that brings about conflict and cooperation but rather the socio-political
process that attempts to determine the solutions and means to address water
scarcity, abundance, degradation and environmental stewardship.

A new analytical approach to transboundary water
politics

To support the claim that conflict and cooperation coexist in transboundary
water politics, I develop an original analytical framework that draws upon
several academic disciplines. Scholarly work on the relationship between
water and conflict/cooperation has, in large part, been influenced by environ-
mental security studies in the wake of the new post-Cold War world order.
The discussion of the management of this natural resource is difficult to tease
out from issues of security. For example, a report for the US Department of
State expressed the reasons for its concerns about water and security:

We assess that during the next 10 years, water problems will contribute
to instability in states important to US national security interests. Water
shortages, poor water quality, and floods by themselves are unlikely to
result in state failure. However, water problems — when combined with
poverty, social tensions, environmental degradation, ineffectual leader-
ship, and weak political institutions — contribute to social disruptions that
can result in state failure.

(Intelligence Community 2012: 3)

The academic disciplines of international relations (IR) and political science
have an important legacy in the development of studies on conflict and
cooperation over international transboundary river basins. Quantitative work
has examined the correlation between conflict and water, and the role of



