


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 (Vörösmarty 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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 However, I 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 et al. 2013: 37). But what specifically 
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.

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).
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 While there are calls for cooperation in international transboundary river 
basins, it is 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 (Yoffe 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 is first necessary to understand what is happening in a 
situation where there is 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 if we are to 
improve our knowledge of international transboundary river basin manage-
ment. I 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 itself, 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 confusion 
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 in 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 sufficiently 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 for 
conflict as a result of water scarcity (e.g. Kliot 1993; Lowi 1993; Wolf 1995; 
Haddadin 2001; Sosland 2007).
 Importantly, Mehta (2010c) 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).1 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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 It 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- à-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 
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international environmental agreements (e.g. Toset et al. 2000; Mitchell and 
Hensel 2007; Brochmann and Hensel 2009, 2011). Theory of environmental 
regimes has given rise to qualitative studies of transboundary water institu-
tions and international River Basin Organizations (RBOs). (e.g. Marty 2001; 
Schmeier 2013).
 However, charges have been laid on the limitations to the IR approach 
that has been the mainstream of international transboundary water analysis. 
Furlong (2006) argued that using theories of IR results in defaulting to 
viewing the state as the main actor engaging in conflict or cooperation. She 
critiqued that hydropolitical analysis is based on a narrow analysis of regimes 
and hegemony, and that it is detached from and ignorant of the ways in 
which conflict and cooperation play out at community and individual 
levels. Instead, other approaches such as political geography and political 
ecology are much more sensitive to these issues. However, as pointed out 
by Warner and Zeitoun (2008: 804–805), the existing literature is not only 
limited to a neo- realist, positivist school of IR that Furlong accentuated in 
her review, but also includes other perspectives; for example, studies with 
Gramscian underpinnings of critical international political economy analysis. 
Perhaps it is not so much that we get rid of IR altogether in hydropolitical 
analysis. I agree with Warner and Zeitoun (2008) that there is still scope for 
IR to make useful contributions and particularly from critical schools of 
thought, particularly on systematic, qualitative power analysis that has been 
sorely missing in many existing studies. But Furlong’s critique does ask for a 
rethink on how agency is dealt with. An interdisciplinary approach may be 
more fruitful than simply an IR approach or a political ecology/political 
geography approach.
 This book acknowledges the major contributions made by IR and political 
science to the shaping of current knowledge about international transbound-
ary river basins; of particular use is the notion of power in politics, as will be 
explained below; but I will point out the deficiencies of the existing studies 
that analyse conflict and cooperation separately. Tracing existing IR theories 
onto empirical contexts is not sufficient because problems of water resources 
management in shared river basins become simplified through an analysis of 
conflict or cooperation. I present a new approach: the Transboundary Waters 
Interaction NexuS (TWINS). This approach does not place conflict or 
cooperation at the centre of analysis. Rather, the analytical focus is on trans-
boundary water interaction: the process through which actors engage over 
(real and constructed) issues of water scarcity, abundance and watershed 
degradation. An analysis based on TWINS exemplifies the changing intensi-
ties of coexisting conflict and cooperation and seeks to explain how these 
changes occur. The conceptual framework of TWINS avoids labelling a basin 
in either conflict or cooperation because transboundary water interactions are 
not static. They are influenced by a range of factors both within and beyond 
the watershed (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008). The implication is that ana-
lysis must also include scalar considerations of what happens at the domestic, 
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regional and basin- wide levels. This new approach aims to address a major 
gap in the conceptual development of transboundary water analysis.
 While IR and political science has been the mainstay of analysis, other dis-
ciplines such as new institutional economics, geopolitics and critical geopoli-
tics, economic geography and political ecology have provided important 
insight for the shaping and evolution of the politics of shared basins (e.g. 
Bakker 1999; Tvedt 2004; Sneddon and Fox 2006; Dombrowsky 2007; 
Wong 2010; Myint 2012; see also Agnew 2011). The TWINS framework 
that I put forward focuses on the spatial scale of water resources use and man-
agement. The study draws upon political geography to show ways of refining 
the understanding of politics of shared waters by looking across spatial scales, 
not just at the international, inter- state level. Examining the political 
economy of water resources use at the subnational level also helps explain 
transboundary water politics. As it will be explained in Chapter 6, the polit-
ical economy of water in the Mekong River basin is driven by a range of 
factors, including domestic and regional food and energy demands. In addi-
tion, considerations about discourse of water allocation and utilization, and 
geographical imaginations of the river and the river basin render important 
explanations on the process of coexisting conflict and cooperation. The 
development of the Orange–Senqu River basin explored in Chapter 5 is 
closely associated with geographical imaginations of an untamed, unharnessed 
and unruly river.

Unpacking the state and state power

Capturing the essence of the political nature of transboundary waters requires 
a broader range of analytical lenses and a reflexive use of them. This study 
focuses on transboundary water interactions at the international level as a 
starting point, in large part shaped by and concurrently shaping the action of 
states. Rather than assessing events of conflict or cooperation, I examine how 
actors construct transboundary water interaction. This constructivist approach 
aids understanding of the way in which state decisions are influenced by 
knowledge, norms and the worldviews of a particular group of actors: the 
hydrocracy and politicians that represent state interests. Identifying the ways 
in which these actors deliberate on water resources avoids analysis of conflict 
and cooperation that generalizes the state. This is important, especially when 
in fact it is a group of elites within the state that often shape and gain from 
‘state interests’. This point addresses Furlong’s (2006) critique of the ‘state as 
container’.
 By using the concept of the hydrocracy, I further explore the make- up of 
this elite group and why they matter. The hydrocracy comprises govern-
mental agencies responsible for the use, development and (nowadays) conser-
vation of the water resources. So far as international transboundary water 
projects are concerned, the organizational reach of the hydrocracy may 
include agencies dealing with agriculture and food, hydropower and energy, 
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the financing of infrastructure projects and foreign affairs. The hydrocracy is 
characterized by its preference for engineered solutions for controlling nature 
based on a belief in scientific and technological progress (Wester 2008: 10). 
Heads of state, ministers and other political figures not only represent the 
interests of their nation in international fora and negotiations, but also steer 
and support the decisions of the hydrocracy. Thus politicians are important in 
decisions of storing, transferring and distributing water in international trans-
boundary river basins (Molle et al. 2009). These elite decision- makers 
promote the hydraulic mission aiming to capture water for increased irriga-
tion capacity, to prevent disasters caused by flooding and to increase hydro-
power capacity (ibid.: 333). Extensive and intensive water capture is 
conducted through the investment of hydraulics and other infrastructure 
(Allan 2001). Engineering intervention and technology facilitate the construc-
tion of dams, canals, wells and desalination plants. These projects are justified 
because they symbolize the development of the state and foster national pres-
tige. The hydraulic mission requires the mobilization of knowledge, expertise 
and human resources, in addition to large amounts of investment (Molle et al. 
2009).
 Analysis of the transboundary water interactions through these elite 
decision- makers provides the opportunity to examine the wider political 
context in which they operate. This entails consideration of the broader 
diplomatic context in which negotiations over water resources occur. As the 
following chapters will show, examining international transboundary water 
issues as simply a matter of ‘low politics’, unrelated to foreign affairs and state 
survival, is not helpful. There are cases where water is securitized during 
transboundary water interaction, meaning that the usual political processes for 
decision- making are bypassed and urgent measures put in place (Buzan et al. 
1998). In other words, water is understood as something existential for the 
state by these elite decision- makers. Such a situation leads to increased inten-
sities of conflict and reduced intensities of cooperation. This was the case in 
transboundary water interactions between Nepal and India over a relatively 
small hydraulic project on one of the Ganges tributaries (explained in Chapter 
4, this volume). What are the geopolitical and political factors that trigger 
such securitization? How does a water issue become so vital to state survival, 
and why? What do the elite decision- makers stand to gain or lose? Answering 
these questions requires an understanding of the political context in which 
shared waters are discussed and a detailed discourse analysis of the hydrocracy 
and its associated actors.
 I argue that these elite decision- makers play a role in shaping basin asym-
metries. States within a hydrological basin are not usually equally endowed 
with regard to water resources, and not necessarily equally capable of deploy-
ing adaptive capacity to deal with water scarcity and water abundance (Kistin 
2010). The focus on elite decision- makers is one way of examining how such 
differences are dealt with in the pursuit of specific interests and motivations to 
use the shared waters. These elite decision- makers draw in other actors such 

ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka


ambrish dhaka




Introduction  9

as development banks, and private businesses in construction and consultancy 
(Molle 2008: 218). This hub of actors, satelliting around the hydrocracy and 
politicians, begins to shape national interests. In this way, the study places 
power as a key analytical component to understanding transboundary water 
interactions. The Framework of Hydro- Hegemony (FHH) developed by 
Zeitoun and Warner (2006) is used to explain asymmetric relationships 
between basin states. Basin states that are hydro- hegemons maintain asym-
metry through the relative advantage of three factors: riparian position, hard 
and soft power, and the capacity to physically capture waters (Zeitoun and 
Warner 2006: 443–452). I further refine the FHH by providing more specifi-
city on agency. While the FHH does not differentiate actors that maintain 
and challenge basin asymmetry, I use the notion of material capability and 
discursive power to exemplify how these elite decision- makers operate. In this 
study, material capabilities are understood, first, as a representation of riparian 
position, and second, as the elite decision- makers’ capacity to capture waters 
that assist hydraulic control of shared water bodies – whether it be financial 
resources or technical expertise. Power asymmetry is explored in the form of 
the discursive power of these decision- makers. Such discourses, in addition to 
the water management practices spearheaded by the hydrocracy, reveal the 
asymmetric control over water resources that exists between basin states.
 Taken together, material capacity and discursive power exemplify how 
hydro- hegemony is represented in transboundary water interactions. The 
focus on the hydrocracy, politicians and associated elite decision- makers helps 
unpack the exercise of state power. This is not to say that non- state actors do 
not matter or are exempt from a role in decision- making. Rather, the intent 
with the focus on elite decision- makers is to present the deeply entrenched 
milieu in which these actors set, implement and monitor national policies and 
agendas relating to water resources management and governance. These pol-
icies and agendas are driven by the pressures on water supply and demand, 
and by sustainable development notions. It is important to consider the influ-
ences of such national considerations on and from basin- wide multilateral 
negotiations. The hydrology of the transboundary river, which ignores the 
artificial political boundaries, binds basin states to a very awkward unit of 
management and governance. However, it is not the material hydrological 
bounds that determine the management and governance but the wider polit-
ical context in which transboundary water interactions play out, and the 
evolving political economy of water resources use. These political and polit-
ical economic contexts give rise to geographical imaginations of the river and 
river basin promoted by the elite decision- makers.
 Understanding the role of power and hydro- hegemony is important 
because it can help explain how cooperation – in the form of an international 
agreement or a joint technical committee – can allow uncertainty over water 
allocation to exist and persist. Superficial cooperative initiatives may be used, 
not to fundamentally resolve the issue but rather to put any change to the 
situation on hold. We should question how cooperation is justified, thereby 
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looking into their ‘depth’ at dealing with such uncertainty: What does 
‘shallow’ or ‘deep’ cooperation do? By using the concept of hydrocracy and 
focusing attention on agency, this study furthers the use of power analysis and 
presents a more detailed analysis on who uses what kind of power, how and 
why. Analysis of power relations provides persuasive explanations as to how 
hydrocracies and politicians establish and impose decisions over water alloca-
tion and use, and why those decisions may not be equitable for all, especially 
for those relying directly on the water for their livelihoods. Therefore, an 
analysis of transboundary water politics cannot explain these nuances if it only 
focuses on events that represent conflict or cooperation, and not on trans-
boundary water interactions (Zeitoun and Mirumachi 2008). The empirical 
examples in this book will demonstrate how conflict and cooperation coexist 
in this process, how they change in their intensity, and why power, particu-
larly discursive power, is crucial.

Shared blue waters in the Global South

The analysis presented in this book is particularly concerned with transbound-
ary water politics in the developing world. Gupta and Lebel (2010) argued 
that water resources management needs to contend with the dual challenges 
of access and allocation: access to drinking water and sanitation; and alloca-
tion of water for multiple economic, social and ecosystem purposes, and of 
responsibilities and risks of such water uses. The inclusion of water issues in 
the Millennium Development Goals was a reminder of the importance this 
natural resource has for economic development. None the less, the poor con-
tinue to be disproportionately affected by challenges to water access and 
allocation (UNDP 2006; WWAP 2009; Vörösmarty et al. 2010). The case 
studies in this book on the Ganges and Mekong river basins deal with the 
issues of allocation. While the analysis of this book does not deal with the 
issue of individual access to water, it does engage with river basin develop-
ment projects to secure drinking water, as in the case of the Orange–Senqu 
River basin. The analytical approach to coexisting conflict and cooperation is 
used to draw out issues relating to the way in which water is stored, trans-
ferred and distributed in shared river basins.
 Abstraction from and the appropriation of international transboundary 
rivers for human activity transforms the landscape and the geography of a 
basin. In addition, this process prompts further socio- economic changes to 
occur with a particularly large impact on the environment and local liveli-
hoods in developing countries. Blue water (that is, water from rivers, lakes 
and aquifers) is very valuable for agriculture. More than 40 per cent of food 
production relies on irrigated blue water (WWAP 2012: 46). Blue water is 
used for agriculture less than green water, or soil moisture from precipitation 
for agriculture, but the storage of the latter is difficult. Rivers provide oppor-
tunities for storing blue water to deal with variability. Such storage also 
enables energy production with hydropower dams. Compared to green 
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water, managing blue water requires consideration of providing access to and 
allocation of multiple purposes. Governing blue water is thus closely associ-
ated with policy decisions on agriculture, land use, environmental steward-
ship, energy, and human development. Managing international transboundary 
rivers therefore has implications for food, energy and human security.
 A study published in 2003 identified 17 international transboundary river 
basins that were in danger of facing political contention within the next 
decade, many of which are in the Global South (Wolf et al. 2003). The Gan-
ges–Brahmaputra, Han, Kura–Araks, Ob, Salween and Tumen rivers in Asia, 
and La Plata and Lempa in Central and South America, were mentioned. In 
Africa, the Incomati, Kunene, Lake Chad, Limpopo, Okavango, Orange–
Senqu, Senegal and Zambezi rivers were highlighted. More than a decade 
later, there has been no acute militarized conflict between the basin states. In 
fact, a follow- up study showed that many of the general trends of conflict and 
cooperation in basins around the world have stayed the same (De Stefano et 
al. 2010). Rather, the implication of these examples is that the risk of (non- 
militarized) conflict is high in developing countries because states lack robust 
institutions to manage these waters (Wolf et al. 2003).
 However, I argue that these basins are facing challenges that cannot merely 
be captured by the effectiveness of institutions. For example, there is an 
increasing interest in the Salween River as new markets for energy and trade 
open up with Myanmar moving towards democracy. Similarly, hydropower 
expansion is being sought on the Uruguay River in the La Plata River basin. 
In the Orange–Senqu River basin, new infrastructure for bilateral water 
transfer is being constructed. Understanding how elite decision- making brings 
about the hydraulic mission that controls river flows is central to the analysis I 
present in this book. At the same time, the achievement of the hydraulic 
mission is subject to wide- ranging drivers for water access and allocation.
 Looking beyond the boundaries of IR becomes important because prob-
lematizing the governance, management and the day- to-day practice of inter-
national transboundary river basins is elusive. Different stakeholders will have 
different ideas concerning the challenges the basin is facing. Flooding may be 
interpreted as a technical issue requiring better forecasting and warning 
systems by governmental actors, while it may be seen as a livelihood issue by 
local communities. In transboundary river basins in the Global South, the 
complexity of these perspectives on river basin development is further magni-
fied by the involvement of donor agencies, International Financial Institutions 
(IFIs), private sector investors, and project developers and businesses. Con-
trolling the river flows by elite decision- making to achieve the hydraulic 
mission brings about questions relating to allocation and utilization: how is 
decision- making on the allocation and use of shared waters justified? What 
are the implications of such decisions for the individual basin states and for 
the basin as a whole?
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Ganges, Orange–Senqu and Mekong river basins

Through case studies of the Ganges, Orange–Senqu and Mekong river basins, 
this book examines the ways in which developing countries deliberate, nego-
tiate and implement river basin management. These three river basins were 
selected for analysis because they enable the research questions to be answered 
insofar as they have similar socio- economic development contexts. All three 
basins are made up of states that are in various stages of economic diversifica-
tion and development. In other words, the basins are facing challenges of 
hydraulic development and going through changes in their political eco-
nomies of water, and in their political economies in general. Such changes 
provide opportunities for conflictual and cooperative interactions driven by 
political, socio- economic and institutional factors.
 Part of the Ganges–Brahmaputra–Meghna River basin, the Ganges River 
is shared by Tibet, Nepal, India and Bangladesh. A main feature of this river 
basin is the highly variable flow during the year. The distinct wet and dry 
season flow has brought about a unique set of water allocation and utilization 
problems. In particular, between Nepal and India, key issues have been on 
hydraulic infrastructure development to take advantage of water abundance 
and on the prevention of hazards (Dixit 1997).
 The Orange–Senqu River basin is located in Southern Africa and is shared 
by Lesotho, South Africa, Botswana and Namibia. The Vaal and Senqu 
Rivers are the main tributaries, enabling South Africa and Lesotho to each 
control the headwaters with these separate tributaries. The geographical loca-
tion of South Africa makes it a unique riparian: it is a downstream state vis- à-
vis Lesotho, but an upstream state vis- à-vis Namibia. Because the basin 
spreads over a number of climatic zones, there are large temporal variances of 
water flow within the basin area of South Africa. Securing ‘food water’ (Allan 
2013) or water for agriculture is an issue in these conditions. However, access 
to ‘non- food water’ (industrial and potable water (Allan 2013)) is also a major 
concern, particularly for South Africa. The fact that urban centres are located 
away from the main water sources makes water access an important issue, 
especially for the Gauteng province where large cities such as Johannesburg 
and Pretoria are located (Turton et al. 2006).
 The Mekong River basin in Southeast Asia is described as being at a 
‘crossroads’ (Keskinen et al. 2012). The beginnings of a major hydropower 
boom has generated debate on the ways in which the river should be 
developed. However, the basin has long been the setting for multilateral, 
bilateral and national projects for navigation, irrigation, hydropower, fisheries 
and flood management. This basin is also unique in that between the lower 
basin states, Laos, Thailand, Vietnam and Cambodia, there is a history of 
institutional development addressing water allocation and utilization. While 
the upstream states, China and Myanmar, have hitherto not participated in 
the river basin institutions, the basin- wide implications of these development 
plans can be far- reaching, well beyond the existing institutional range.
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 These three cases represent both wet basins (Mekong, Ganges) and semi- 
arid basins (Orange–Senqu) in which water allocation and utilization impact 
upon transboundary water interactions. In addition, the case studies enable a 
consideration of hydro- hegemonic states that are both upstream and down-
stream in particular bilateral relationships. For example, between Thailand 
and Vietnam, the former is the upstream hydro- hegemon. Between Lesotho 
and South Africa, the latter is the downstream hegemon, as is the case 
between Nepal and India. The three basins are treated as explanatory case 
studies that probe causal relationships, and help test analytical approaches (Yin 
2009), in this case of TWINS.

Transboundary water politics: understanding 
environment and society

At the heart of transboundary water politics lies the question of equity. As the 
empirical analysis of the Ganges, Orange–Senqu and Mekong river basins 
contained in this book demonstrates, water allocation between states is a 
major issue. Equitable water allocation in international transboundary river 
basins is particularly contentious, with basin states claiming their sovereignty 
and entitlement to utilize the waters in their territory. Water demands often 
draw upon the development needs of the state. These claims are supported or 
subverted by basin asymmetries, resulting in a situation where water resources 
management brings about an outcome that is ‘equal’ so far as the hydro- 
hegemonic state is concerned (Zeitoun et al. 2008, 2011).
 This issue of equity is common to many basins around the world, as was 
also seen in the recent events in the Nile River basin explained earlier. 
Lengthy processes of attempts at water governance have been made but are 
shaped by unique circumstances. A ‘historic acquired right’ has been claimed 
by downstream Egypt to utilize the waters, and a bilateral treaty of 1959 
between Egypt and the Sudan assumed that an overwhelming share of water 
resources of the basin was the entitlement of these two states, at the expense 
of the other upstream states (Cascão 2008). This claim to entitlement has 
been a stumbling- block to establishing legal and institutional principles for 
water cooperation through the Cooperative Framework Agreement (CFA) 
since the late 1990s. While upstream states aimed to revise historical alloca-
tion agreements, the CFA details have been criticized as woefully flawed, 
only to maintain existing asymmetrical water allocations (Mekonnen 2010). 
The controversy over the Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam is set against 
this intractable issue of allocation and equity of long duration. However, with 
movements spurred by the Arab Spring in 2010, the political landscape of the 
Nile River basin is changing, not to mention the existence of a new basin 
state, South Sudan. New leaders, new political regimes and new ambitions 
over the Nile waters are evident. How material and discursive power is used 
to legitimize this new dam will mark another phase of transboundary water 
interactions in the Nile River basin.
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 There are various mechanisms that guide equitable water allocation and 
utilization: quantitative allocation; percentage allocation; benefit sharing. To 
address the increasing concern about the global water crisis, international legal 
frameworks like the United Nations Convention on the Law of the Non- 
Navigational Uses of International Watercourses (UNWC) have been estab-
lished to foster cooperation over shared waters. Adopted by the UN Assembly 
in 1997, the UNWC has laid out several key principles regarding water 
allocation and utilization, including the principle of equitable and reasonable 
use. Through this principle, the UNWC recognizes equal rights of basin 
states, whatever their geographical position, to utilize shared waters. In addi-
tion, this principle requires both biophysical and socio- economic considera-
tions for the assessment of needs for water use (Rieu- Clarke et al. 2012: 104). 
The UNWC is a major achievement in establishing a global norm, and was 
ratified by 35 states, finally entering into force in 2014. However, its imple-
mentation cannot be divorced from the messy, political reality in which legal 
principles are referred and ignored by basin states through the exercise of dif-
ferent forms of power (Mirumachi et al. 2013).
 The study of transboundary water politics and the underlying issues of 
inequality have a strong policy dimension. Jimenez and Perez- Foguet (2009: 
4) found that despite promises of increased official development assistance 
funds, in practice assistance to the water sector decreased between 1995 and 
2004: the accumulated value was US$46.3 billion. In addition, they found 
that the distribution of this assistance was skewed in comparison to water 
demand. For example, South and Central Asia and Sub- Saharan Africa 
received only a combined 32 per cent of total investment, despite these 
regions accounting for 61 per cent of all people without access to water (ibid.: 
7). And a study by Nicol et al. (2001) found that even though institutions 
were being established to manage international transboundary river basins, 
funding for their establishment remained limited. Sandler (2006) identified 
similar difficulties when he found that international donors channel funds into 
national public goods rather than into regional public goods, such as inter-
national river basin organizations. If there is insufficient funding for trans-
boundary water management, it is all the more important that institutions and 
policies are guided by scientific insight regarding the nature of transboundary 
water interaction.
 Furthermore, transboundary water politics reveals issues of inequalities at 
local and national scales as a result of inter- state interactions. Dam projects, 
irrigation expansion, inter- basin transfers and the pursuit of the hydraulic 
mission expose serious trade- offs between project- specific benefits and other 
modes of economic development. Much of the immediate and long- term 
impact of such projects is felt most acutely at the local level. Costs and bene-
fits are discussed by decision- makers, often far removed from the geograph-
ical locations of these projects. Project calculations and assessments can reduce 
the local geographies to a homogenized, general socio- economic and 
environmental context. This in turn brings about questions of environmental 
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and social justice; of who benefits from the environmental goods and who is 
affected by the environmental bads. The analysis of transboundary water pol-
itics is a useful way to begin questioning the accountability mechanisms to 
address these trade- offs, the appropriate scale at which these mechanisms 
should exist and the scalar implications.
 Often, the treaties, RBOs and other institutions established in international 
transboundary river basins refer to sustainable development. The use of sus-
tainable development as a guiding principle considers the balance between 
economic development from using the river and the maintenance and con-
servation of the watershed. However, sustainable development is a concept 
that is constantly debated, with no concrete definition. Moreover, sustainable 
development is inherently political and involves consideration of governance 
systems that embed sustainable development goals and facilitate action (Jordan 
2008). The issues concerning international transboundary river basins in 
developing economies, in particular, pose fundamental questions about devel-
opment and poverty reduction, and the ways in which society views nature.
 Solving the wicked problem of water is becoming an ever- pressing issue as 
global concerns about the sustainability of water resources mount. These con-
cerns are expressed through discussions of the ‘planetary boundary’ of fresh-
water being endangered. As food demand – and thus agricultural water use 
– increases, human consumption of water resources may cause irreversible 
harm to the earth system, destroying both ecosystems and human livelihoods 
(Rockström et al. 2009). The hydrological cycle is increasingly influenced by 
climate variability and change, as well as human intervention through extrac-
tion and storage of water and land- use change (WWAP 2012: 80). Dams pro-
viding water for agriculture and energy have altered the flow of many large 
rivers in the world (Nilsson et al. 2005). In broad terms, examining trans-
boundary water politics is one way to reflect on society’s relationship with 
nature.

Structure of the book

The arguments outlined above are spread over the next six chapters and make 
up the body of this book. Why a new approach to the analysis of conflict and 
cooperation in transboundary water politics is necessary and crucial is 
explored in further detail in Chapter 2. This chapter takes stock of literature 
that has advanced our understanding of the politics of international trans-
boundary rivers. The review refutes the persistent claims about imminent 
‘water wars’. Largely drawing upon IR and political science, the chapter 
explores the various conceptualizations of conflict and cooperation. The 
chapter then critiques these conceptualizations, exposing the shortcomings of 
analysing conflict or cooperation separately.
 To address these weaknesses, Chapter 3 develops a conceptual framework 
that enables critical examination of conflict and cooperation among basin states. 
The TWINS framework and a conflict–cooperation matrix are introduced. 
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The theoretical foundations of the TWINS framework and the key concepts 
to operationalize analysis are explained in detail. Basin asymmetry and power 
are underscored as important factors to explain both the process and outcome 
of transboundary water interaction. These concepts are then taken up in the 
development of a conflict and cooperation intensity scale integral to the 
TWINS matrix. In particular, securitization and socialization provide theoret-
ical insights to develop a nuanced scale of conflict and cooperation intensities. 
The chapter also points out the benefit of drawing on the geographical liter-
ature, emphasizing the richness that political geography and geopolitics can 
bring to the analysis through spatial considerations to the factors that shape 
transboundary water politics.
 Having argued why a new approach to transboundary water politics ana-
lysis is needed and how that may be achieved, Chapters 4, 5 and 6 apply the 
TWINS framework to the Ganges, Orange–Senqu and Mekong river basins. 
Collectively, these chapters show how asymmetries in material capability and 
discursive power of particular basin states are manifest in the changes in con-
flict and cooperation intensity as the transboundary water relations evolve. 
These chapters focus initially on bilateral relationships that best exemplify 
some of the key challenges the basins face, then move on to consider the 
basin- wide implications of the bilateral transboundary water interactions.
 In Chapter 4, the case study of the Ganges River basin, focusing on Nepal 
and India, provides an insight into a type of bilateral relationship that is 
project- based. Through projects to develop the river basin, Nepal and India 
have established bilateral water relations that have not changed dramatically in 
conflict and cooperation intensity. However, careful analysis shows that 
cooperative mechanisms established between the two states actually make it 
difficult to change the status quo of water allocations. These insights are then 
used to review multilateral basin governance, especially as water and climate 
change concerns mount across the Ganges–Brahmaputra–Meghna River 
system.
 The case study of the Orange–Senqu River basin in Chapter 5 focuses on 
the unique international water transfer project between Lesotho and South 
Africa. The TWINS analysis shows that geopolitics is important in explaining 
the nature of the bilateral relationship over water resources. The examination 
of the domestic politics of water also provides some very persuasive insights 
into the interests and motivations that inform water allocation and use by elite 
decision- makers. In contrast to the Ganges River basin, the Orange–Senqu 
River basin has a multilateral governance scheme in place that integrates all 
basin states under shared principles of water governance. The chapter con-
ducts a critical examination as to whether such a multilateral scheme can chal-
lenge hydro- hegemony and address issues of inequality over water allocation.
 In Chapter 6, the Mekong River basin is analysed. Out of the three basins, 
it may be said that efforts at institutionalizing the Mekong River basin man-
agement have been most evident, with RBOs in place since the 1950s. 
Through the transboundary water interactions between Thailand and 
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Vietnam, it becomes clear how and why certain norms and principles that 
guide the RBOs were put in place. This process has been highly political and 
has constantly exposed the complexity of ‘national interests’ that shape trans-
boundary water interactions. Transposing this insight to the recent increase in 
hydropower projects in the basin, the chapter delves into the political 
economy of dam building, which defies the very structured, hierarchical 
decision- making nature of the current RBO. Issues of mainstream and tribu-
tary dams in the Mekong engage a wide spectrum of state, business and civil 
society. This case study is useful in showing how hydro- hegemony operates 
in issues of hydropower, and how decisions in the energy sector impact upon 
water use.
 Chapter 7 returns to the questions set out at the beginning of this book, 
and explores the wider implications of the findings from the three case studies 
for further analytical development and policy. First, the chapter discusses the 
factors that contribute to changing conflict and cooperation intensities. In 
many cases, while there is no overt conflict over water, high levels of 
cooperation are also hard to find. A critical explanation to ‘shallow 
cooperation’ is provided, demonstrating the mixture of material capability 
and discursive power. Second, by considering the ways in which power is 
exercised, FHH is refined. This draws upon insights from the ways in which 
geographical imaginations and material capability are used. Third, I go into 
depth about the nature of decision- making by elite decision- makers, the 
problem frames they construct and the solutions they propose. Such an ana-
lysis shows the resilience of the hydrocracy and how it has implications for 
basin- wide water governance. The chapter offers some policy- oriented think-
ing on refining transboundary water governance, and concludes by returning 
to the importance of recognizing the very political nature of transboundary 
water politics.

Note

1 See also discussions on how water resources management, particularly in the supply 
of drinking water, is about biopolitics of the government to seek control over 
citizens in urban areas (Kooy and Bakker 2008; Bakker 2013; Ekers and Loftus 
2008).


