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equal right to use their required share of the said 
watercourse. This principle forms the basis of the UN 
Watercourses Convention, 1997. 

No (Significant) Harm
This principle postulates that the upstream state 
must use the waters of the shared watercourse only 
in such a manner as will not cause “significant” harm 
to the downstream state in exercising its own rights 
to use the international watercourse. This principle is 
also an essential component of the UN Watercourses 
Convention, 1997.

Environmental Impact Assessment
This principle recommends that if an upstream 
country is planning to build a dam or bridge or 
undertake any other activity, such as artificial 
diversion of the river, it should assess the impact the 
proposed activity will have on the environment of the 
downstream state, prior to the actual construction 
or commencement of activity.  In order to determine 
the harm that will be caused to the downstream 
state, a suitable environmental impact assessment 
should include appropriate technical consultations 
with the downstream state, as well as inviting specific 
objections from the downstream state. 

Human and Environmental Disaster Rules 
In accordance with the general environmental and 
human rights laws, countries have a responsibility to 
refrain from causing any substantial environmental 
and/or human disasters, both within national borders, 
as well as in areas falling in the jurisdiction of other 
countries.  

Regional Convention for the Himalayan 
River Basins                                               
It looks unlikely that Bangladesh, China, India and 
Nepal will ratify the UN Watercourse Convention 
1997 in the near future, in particular the two large 
powers, China and India. A plausible way forward 
is to formalize regional cooperation on shared 
watercourses in the Himalayan River Basin. This calls 
for a mechanism which has its genesis in the region 
and addresses the unique concerns of glacier fed 

rivers. The four countries can look to other parts 
of the world, in order to adopt certain lessons on 
regional cooperation pertaining to watercourses. 

Examples of Regional Cooperation on 
Shared Watercourses                                 

International Commission for the Protection of the 
Danube River (ICPDR)
Established in 1998, the ICPDR governs the Danube 
River Basin, including its groundwater resources 
and tributaries. 15 countries have ratified the 
Danube River Protection Convention and comprise 
the ICPDR. These include Austria, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Czech Republic, 
Germany, Hungary, Moldova, Montenegro, Romania, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Serbia, Ukraine and the European 
Union. Furthermore, under the EU Water Framework 
Directive, the following countries cooperate with 
ICPDR:  Italy, Switzerland, Poland, Albania and the 
Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia.

Nile Basin Initiative
The nine countries sharing the Nile River Basin 
formed the Nile Basin Initiative in 1999. The initiative 
was lent support by the Water Ministers of the nine 
countries- Egypt, Sudan, Ethiopia, Uganda, Kenya, 
Tanzania, Burundi, Rwanda, the Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC), with Eritrea as an observer. In May 
2010, the five upstream countries: Ethiopia, Kenya, 
Uganda, Rwanda and Tanzania signed a Cooperative 
Framework Agreement (CFA). The new agreement 
is geared towards forming a permanent Nile River 
Basin Commission which will replace the Nile Basin 
Initiative. Egypt and Sudan are opposed to the CFA, as 
of December 2010.

Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization
The Amazon Cooperation Treaty Organization (ACTO) 
comprises of  Bolivia, Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Guyana, Peru, Suriname and Venezuela. The aim of 
ACTO is to promote sustainable development in the 
Amazon basin. The Amazon Cooperation Treaty (ACT) 
was adopted in 1978 and amended in 1998. ACTO 
was formed in 1995 to facilitate implementation of 
the Treaty. 
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Niger Basin Authority
The Niger Basin Authority (NBA) fosters regional 
cooperation on the resources of the Niger River Basin 
in West Africa. The Niger Basin is spread over ten 
countries, namely Benin, Burkina Faso, Cameroon, 
Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Mali, Niger, Algeria and 
Nigeria. Nine countries, with the exception of Algeria, 
(which includes a very small part of the Niger Basin) 
form part of the NBA. The NBA was formed in 1980; 
however it traces its roots back to the Niger River 
Commission from 1964. 

EU Water Framework Directive 
The EU Water Framework Directive instructs EU 
member countries to achieve good qualitative and 
quantitative status of all water bodies by 2015. The 
Directive requires countries to publish River Basin 
Management Plans in 2009, 2015 and 2021, hence 
setting a six year planning cycle for water resource 
management.

A regional convention tailored to fit the specific 
requirements of the Himalayan River Basin will have 
to be explored first through the establishment of 
a study group of legal and water experts along with 
retired diplomats. 
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The Himalayan Basin region requires a unique and customized solution to help manage 
its complex trans-boundary water resources. A hybrid system of International River 
Basin Management (IRBM) is needed to ensure that comprehensive solutions are found 
to existing problems, and any future issues that might occur are solved jointly, by all 
involved stakeholders. Such a system will facilitate interaction amongst the countries on 
river basin-related issues.

The Himalayan River Commission
CHAPTER 8
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Many examples of working international river 
commissions exist in the world today, from where 
lessons can be drawn to ensure the proper functioning 
of the Himalayan River Commission. Examples 
include Mekong River Commission, the International 
Commission for the Protection of the Danube River 
(ICPDR), the Indus River Commission, the Amazon 
Cooperation Treaty Organization and the Southern 
African Development Community (SADC) Protocol on 
Shared Watercourse Systems. 

A Himalayan River Commission(HRC) is a plausible 
next step in protecting the Himalayan River Basins, as 
all of the four countries are interested in protecting 
their water resources. What’s more, all the parties 
involved are already looking to work with each other 
in certain ways. At this stage, the HRC would provide  
such a forum. The following are important to mention 
in relation to the setting up of the Himalayan River 
Commission:

China, India, Nepal and Bangladesh are all ||
signatories to the Convention on Biological 
Diversity, which demonstrates their commitment 
to the conservation of a fragile ecosystem like the 
mouth of the rivers.

All four countries are also parties to the Ramsar ||
Convention on Wetlands, while India and Nepal 
have also endorsed the Convention’s Himalayan 
Wetlands Initiative that  was adopted to “promote 
the objectives of the Ramsar Convention and to 
implement the Ramsar Strategic Plan through 
cooperation and collaboration among the 
countries sharing the greater Himalayan region 
(Hindu Kush-Himalaya and Pamir-Alay region) for 
the conservation and wise use of the wetlands and 
their complexes in the region.”

Lessons on the functioning of the HRC can be taken 
from the principles that govern Integrated River Basin 
Management or IRBM. Principles of Transboundary 
River Basin Management, are taken from the Helsinki 
Rules (1966) and Convention on the Law of the Non-
navigational Uses of International Watercourses 
(1997) and are also applicable here. 

Principles of IRBM                                     

Participation of Stakeholders ||

Planning based on Hydrological Boundaries||

Decentralization and Integration||

Organizational Framework||

Pricing of Water.||

Principles of Transboundary River Basin 
Management                                                 

Notification, Consultation and Negotiation ||

Cooperation and Information Exchange ||

Peaceful Settlement of Disputes.||

In order to set up such a Commission, a number of 
steps will have to precede it. First among those steps 
will be the creation of a temporary body that will have 
a number of duties.
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Formation of the Himalayan River Commission                                                                  

Defining the exact nature of 
the Commission and Setting 
its Objectives

Defining the scope of the 
Commission’s reach, including 
the legality of its mandates

Defining the different aspects 
of water security which the 
Commission will govern in the 
Himalayan River Basin

Specifying the role to be played 
by the Commission in protecting 
the rights of both the upstream 
and downstream nations 

Defining a Constitution for 
the Commission to follow and 
adhere to in order to increase 
the body’s efficiency

Exploring cooperation 
with other countries in the 
Himalayan River Basin, such 
as Bhutan and Pakistan

Creating a sound conflict 
resolution mechanism that can 
arbitrate any disputes that arise 
between any of the parties

Formation of the Himalayan 
River Commission

This body, which in its function is really more akin to 
an exploratory committee will have to be formed with 
experts from each of the countries who can negotiate 
the best possible constitution or charter that will 
allow China, India, Nepal and Bangladesh to form the 
Himalayan River Commission. Some things will be 

need to be kept in mind:

There must be a realistic time frame for the ||
exploratory committee to complete its agenda so 
that the HRC can be formed in a timely fashion. 
The Indus River Commission, for example, took 
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ten years to set up. Due to the pressing nature of 
water insecurity that is already apparent in the 
Himalayan River Basin, there is no scope for the 
HRC to take years to be formed.

All four countries must demonstrate both political ||
and financial commitment towards the HRC’s 
formation. 

Given that achieving an equitable partnership ||
between all four countries is the main goal, it 
might be advisable to have a neutral third party 
present at the exploratory committee stage that 
can ensure the fairness of the process.

Lessons from Other Parts Of The World      

Converting existing organizations or absorbing 
them into a River Commission: The Mekong River 
Commission (MRC) is an example of this. The MRC 
was born out of an organization known as the Mekong 
Committee. The Mekong Committee was created due 
to a report released by the United Nations Economic 
Commission for Asia and the Far East (ECAFE) in 1957. 
Its member countries at the time included Thailand, 
Cambodia, Laos and Vietnam. By 1978, the Mekong 
Committee had morphed into the Interim Mekong 
Committee due to the presence of the Khmer Rouge 
regime which prevented Cambodia from being a 
part of the group. The Interim Mekong Committee 
lasted until 1995, at which point the Mekong River 
Commission in its current iteration was born. Since 
then, the MRC has shown remarkable flexibility by 
taking on new partner countries as and when required 
and expanding its functions.  

Entering with clear cut principles on the table as to 
how the negotiations will proceed: An example of this 
was seen in the Northern Ireland Peace Process. An 
important feature of the Northern Ireland process 
was reaching agreement on a set of principles, known 
as the Mitchell Principles, which set down the ground 
rules. There was also a negotiated agreement on the 
details of the process. In other words, substantive 
talks were preceded by and benefited from ‘Talks 
about Talks’. The Mitchell Principles were used as a 

basis of the last phase of negotiations in Northern 
Ireland from 1996 to 1998, when the Good Friday 
Agreement was finally reached. In effect, pre-
negotiation was a vital feature to achieving the 
desired result.  

Expansion of the body to cover other aspects that are 
vital to the region: The Southern African Development 
Community (SADC) was formed to further socio-
economic, political and security co-operation among 
its 15 member states. Through the SADC, Protocol on 
Shared Watercourse Systems was born, which focuses 
on fostering closer cooperation among SADC countries 
for the coordinated management, protection 
and utilization of shared watercourses, through 
the establishment of river basin organizations. 
This protocol plays a pivotal role in guiding the 
establishment of institutional structures capable 
of jointly managing the depleting water resources 
in Southern Africa. The SADC’s ability to alter its 
existing infrastructure to accommodate a new issue is 
something that needs to be replicated in any HRC that 
may be formed. 

Lessons for the dispute resolution mechanism: As 
mentioned, water security is a contentious issue at 
present in the Himalayan River Basin region. Thus, 
a dispute resolution mechanism will be vital to the 
HRC’s functioning. The Indus Water Treaty was signed 
in 1960 and has India and Pakistan as its signatories 
with the World Bank as a third-party signatory. The 
Indus River Commission was set up under this treaty 
to adjudicate disputes related to allocation of water 
between the two nations. In cases of disagreement, 
a neutral expert is called in for mediation and/or 
arbitration. The Commission is required to meet 
regularly and has been successful in surviving wars 
between the member nations. While the Indus Basin 
Commission is commonly referred to as a successful 
example of trans-boundary cooperation to share 
limited water resources, its focus is limited to water 
allocation and data sharing. The member nations are 
required to inform each other about any plans to 
construct engineering works on the river that could 
affect the other member. The Commission’s aim does 
not include basin wide cooperation in other fields 
including hydropower, irrigation, navigation and 
fishing.
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CHAPTER 9

Political Forum

Divorcing water issues from the politics of the Himalayan River Basin is unrealistic. A 
primary aspect of water security is the politics of the region. Given this, to ensure the 
effectiveness of any regional or transboundary action on water security, it is essential 
that the politics of water in the region be taken into consideration. 

Members of legislative bodies, office bearers of political parties, former ministers who 
continue to participate in political processes are a link between people and the state. 
They can encourage the state apparatus for certain policies on the one hand and 
mobilise the public opinion on the other. It is necessary to have better understanding 
between political representatives and leaders of the four countries in the form of a 
forum, which is especially dedicated to the water challenge. It can be in the form of 
an inter-parliamentary forum on water resources or a broader platform that brings 
politicians together to discuss the water issue and collaborative solutions in order to 
enhance overall security of the region.

This is an objective that is already in effect in some way. Senior members of government 
of the four countries meet on a regular basis in bilateral negotiations on water issues. 
India and Bangladesh’s Water Ministers meet under the aegis of the Joint Rivers 
Commission (JRC) which was established in the Indo-Bangladeshi Treaty of Friendship, 
Cooperation and Peace signed in 1972 between the two countries. Meanwhile, ahead 
of such meetings, Water Resources Secretaries of the two countries meet each other 
to establish ground rules for the meetings. In March 2010, the two Ministers of Water 
Resources discussed water sharing of the Teesta River. In a follow up meeting in January 
2011, delegations led by Water Resources Secretary of India and Water Resources 
Secretary of Bangladesh discussed an interim agreement that will facilitate the sharing 
of the Teesta and Feni Rivers in the dry season for a period of 15 years. The expectation 
is for Prime Minister Manmohan Singh of India to sign the interim agreement when he 
visits Bangladesh in the latter part of 2011. 

Between Nepal and India, there is a three tier system in place for co-operation in the 
field of water resources development. 
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Joint Ministerial Level Commission on Water ||
Resources at the level of Ministers of Water 
Resources of India and Nepal.

Existing Joint Commission on Water Resources at ||
the level of Secretaries of Water Resources of India 
and Nepal.

Joint Standing Technical Committee at the level ||
of the Chairman of the Ganga Flood Control 
Commission. 

In November 2010, a delegation led by the 
Bangladeshi Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s economic 
affairs adviser Mashiur Rahman went on a five-day 
visit to Nepal and Bhutan for talks. The aim was to 
emphasize Ganges water sharing in Nepal and ask 
the country to co-operate with India and Bangladesh 
to augment water flow of the river. Another focus 
for the Bangladeshi delegates was the generation of 
hydropower, for which it requires the co-operation of 
the two upstream countries on the Ganges River. 

China and India have set up a Joint Expert Level 
Mechanism. From the Indian side, the Expert Group 
from Indian side is headed by the Commissioner, 
Ministry of Water Resources. On the Chinese side, 
the team is headed by the Director, International 
Economic and Technical Cooperation and Exchange 
Centre, Ministry of Water Resources. Since its 
formation in November 2006, after a visit from the 
Chinese President to India, the Joint Expert Level 
Mechanism has met regularly, in September 2007 in 
Beijing, New Delhi in April 2008 and Beijing in April 
2009. Chinese and Indian officials at more senior 
levels also frequently discuss issues related to water 
security between the two countries, due to the 
sensitive relations between the two countries over 
this particular matter. 

Due to China’s increased interest in Nepal, and 
particularly its infrastructure, there have been 
meetings between representatives of industry 
from both countries, facilitated by some political 
involvement. In this regard, China is particularly 
interested in Nepal’s water resources and its 
potential hydropower potential. In September 2010, 
a delegation of Chinese businessmen, led by the 

Vice Chairman Quan Zhezhu of All-China Federation 
of Industry and Commerce (ACFIC) attended the 
11th meeting of Nepal-China Non-Government 
Cooperation Forum in Kathmandu. The Federation 
of Nepalese Chambers of Commerce and Industry 
(FNCCI) organized a 3 day ‘brainstorming session’, 
inaugurated by the Prime Minister, Madhav Kumar 
Nepal with the theme ‘Investment in Hydropower’. 
Nepal’s top bureaucrats, policy makers and 
entrepreneurs met with the Chinese delegation with 
the specific aim of expanding China’s involvement in 
Nepal’s hydropower sector.

As is evident, political leaders from all four countries 
have recently renewed interest in engaging with the 
other countries in the Himalayan River Basin in order 
to ensure the water security of the region. The aim 
of the Political Forum is to expand this to include all 
four countries at the same time and directly engage 
legislators, i.e. active parliamentarians. This could take 
place at many levels. On one level, retired politicians 
who still hold a significant profile in their countries 
could meet counterparts from other countries to set 
the ground for a larger meeting. On the second level, 
active parliamentarians and office holders of all major 
political parties from each of the four countries can 
meet on a regular basis, to ensure that the dialogue 
process at the political level by all four countries on 
the water issue is not impeded by any other issue. On 
yet another level, would be the meeting of Ministers 
of Water Resources and their deputies who can meet 
to demonstrate political commitment to the cause, at 
the same time make sure that decisions are made in a 
collective forum. 

Lessons from Parliamentary Forums in 
Other Parts of the World                             

Climate 
Parliament

The Climate Parliament 
was set up in 2009, born 
out of e-Parliament. It 
works on climate and 
energy issues. Among 

its actions include organizing international 
Parliamentary committee hearings, field trips for 
legislators to see new policies and technologies in 
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action, and national and regional committees of 
Members of Parliament to plan strategy in their own 
parts of the world.

Inter-Parliamentary 
Union

The Inter-Parliamentary 
Union (IPU) was 
established in 1889. It 
works as a forum for 
dialogue amongst 

parliamentarians from across the world on vital global 
issues. Its primary aims include fostering contacts and 
co-ordinating the exchange of information and 
experiences between parliamentarians from different 
parts of the world. The IPU’s issues include: 
representative democracy, international peace and 
security, sustainable development, human rights and 
humanitarian law, women in politics, and education, 
science and culture. 

Asian Parliamentary 
Assembly

The APA is part of the 
Association of Asian 
Parliamentary for Peace 
and was created in 
2006. It has 41 member 

countries, along with 11 countries that have observer 
status. Like the IPU, this body has a wide purview and 
its focus areas include globalization, reducing poverty 
in Asia (UN Millennium Development Goals), cultural 
diversity and combating corruption and promoting 
good governance.

Parlimentarians for 
Global Action

PGA is a group 
consisting of around 
1350 members, from 
118 member countries. 
Its core issues include 

promoting peace, democracy, rule of law, human 
rights, sustainable development and population 
issues. PGA has a Executive Committee comprised of 
15 members which decides the political direction of 
the group, and an International Council which elects 
the members of the Executive Committee. The 
Executive Committee ensures that all regions of the 
world are given fair representation in the body. PGA 
also works extensively with international 
organizations, such as United Nations Development 

Program, United Nations Children’s Fund, United 
Nations Development Fund For Women, United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 
Organization, the World Bank and the Asian 
Development Bank.   

Parliamentary groups have been both specific to 
certain geographic boundaries, such as the APA, as 
well as devoted to specific issues, such as the Climate 
Parliament. The parliamentary forum recommended 
by the Singapore Workshop will be a combination 
of both, where the body is specific to the Himalayan 
River Basins, as well as focused on issues of water 
security and its related areas.  

Council of Ministers
of Water Resources

The best example to 
learn from in this regard 
comes from the Middle 
East. The Arab League 
created the Arab Water 

Ministers Council in 2008. The aim was for the Council 
to be the forum through which Ministers of Water 
Resources of the member countries of the Arab 
League obtain information, exchange analysis and 
gain insight that will then help them form policies in 
co-operation with each other. The Council has met 
regularly since its inception, most recently in 
September of 2010, with the aim to create an Arab 
Water Strategy, including issues of food security in the 
region and providing water for all citizens. Due to the 
fraught nature of water politics in the Middle East, 
such a council has proven necessary. Given that the 
issue of water security has taken on serious political 
ramifications in the Himalayan River Basins, this is a 
good example of how a conversation on water issues 
at the political level can be useful.

Water World  
Council

There are also 
international examples 
such as the World Water 
Council which organizes 
regular meetings that 

are focused entirely on water issues. The mission of 
the World Water Council is to promote awareness, 
build political commitment and trigger action on 
critical water issues at all levels, including the highest 
decision-making level, to facilitate the efficient 
conservation, protection, development, planning, 
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management and use of water in all its dimensions on 
an environmentally sustainable basis for the benefit 
of all life on earth.

The World Water Council held its 5th World Water 
Forum in Istanbul in March 2009, at the end of 
which the Ministers and Heads of Delegations 
adopted a Ministerial Statement and accompanying 
Water Guide, which addresses the global challenges 
related to water within the context of sustainable 
development and global changes.

Political Forum in Himalayan River Basins    
The four Himalayan countries may not be necessarily 
inclined towards forming a ministerial level council, 
as it has significant implications for government 
policies. However, it would be useful and possible 
to create a forum of legislators including members 
of national parliaments, state assemblies from the 
relevant provinces, office bearers of political parties 
and advisers to heads of political parties. Politicians 
provide a link between people and government. 
They have access to the incumbent and future 
governments, without committing the governments 
to the ideas expressed in their interaction with 
counterparts from other countries. Thus, they 
provide an ideal vehicle for high level yet informal 
communication.

The forum of legislators could be formal, such as 
the SAARC Association of Speakers and Parliaments, 
where the participants in the interactive process are 
official nominees of the parliaments, or informal such 
as the Parliamentarians for Global Action, where 
politicians participate in dialogues in their individual 
capacity. There are advantages and disadvantages in 
both formats. It would be necessary for some of the 
key politicians from the four countries to compare 
relative strengths and weaknesses of alternative 
structures.

Whatever the structure, a non-governmental 
organisation or a media group or even a chamber 
of commerce could take the initiative to convene a 
meeting of legislators and office bearers of political 
parties to discuss the idea of a parliamentary 

forum on the Himalayan Rivers. Such a meeting 
could possibly take place on the sidelines of a large 
parliamentary conference organised by IPU or APA. 
Once a small beginning is made, interested politicians 
can take up the idea with presiding officers of their 
legislatures and colleagues from across parties and 
factions to discuss modalities.
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Bangladesh, China, India and Nepal can look towards their neighbours in Southeast Asia, 
to learn from their experiences in securing political cooperation for issues pertaining 
to the environment, as well as initiatives by academics, industry, civil society and local 
stakeholders in trans-boundary water management. As a regional bloc, Southeast Asia 
has been fairly effective in collaboration on key issues as well as in institutionalizing 
mechanisms for implementation of policies. This is not to say that Southeast Asia has 
not had its share of obstacles and failures. The countries in Southeast Asia face many of 
the same challenges as the four countries in this study, including diversity, development 
challenges and a historical trust deficit. However, while policymakers in Southeast Asia 
have systematically worked towards developing mutual cooperation, a sense of mistrust 
and suspicion still prevails in the Himalayan sub-region. Therefore it may be helpful 
for the four Himalayan River Basin countries to learn from the successes as well as the 
failures of its Southeast Asian counterparts. 

Political practices                                                                                       

Developing Political Confidence 
The Southeast Asian countries have historically adopted a top down approach and built 
goodwill at the highest levels through regular summits and meetings. The Association 
of Southeast Asian Nations (ASEAN) has hence developed a certain sense of maturity 
in its approximately four decades of existence. Progress has been achieved in key areas 
of cooperation including security, economy, energy and disaster management, amongst 
others. This makes the Southeast Asian region more likely, as well as better equipped, to 
collaborate on emerging issues such as water scarcity. The Himalayan River Basin sub-
region can learn from the ASEAN-way of setting the tone from the top, particularly on 
the issue of water scarcity which is likely to have far reaching impacts on human security 
in the future. 

CHAPTER 10

Experience from Southeast Asia
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Cooperation on Environmental Concerns
Environmental cooperation by ASEAN member states 
can be traced back to the 1977 ASEAN Sub-region 
Environment Programme. The last two decades have 
witnessed increased collaboration on key concerns 
including trans-boundary haze, marine biodiversity 
and freshwater management. At present, ten priority 
areas of regional interest have been highlighted in the 
Blueprint for the ASEAN Socio-Cultural Community 
(ASCC Blueprint) 2009-2015. These are as follows:

Addressing global environmental issues01.	

Managing and preventing transboundary 02.	
environmental pollution  
- Transboundary haze pollution 
- Transboundary movement of hazardous wastes

Promoting sustainable development through 03.	
environmental education and public participation

Promoting environmentally sound technology 04.	
(EST)

Promoting quality living standards in ASEAN 05.	
cities/ urban areas

Harmonizing environmental policies and 06.	
databases

Promoting the sustainable use of coastal and 07.	
marine environment

Promoting sustainable management of natural 08.	
resources and biodiversity

Promoting the sustainability of freshwater 09.	
resources

Responding to climate change and addressing its 10.	
impacts.

2007 – 2008 also saw the signing of the ASEAN 
Leaders’ Declaration on Environmental Sustainability 
and the Singapore Declaration on the Environment by 
ASEAN member countries. The Environment Ministers 
of the East Asia Cooperation Forum (ASEAN + 6) have 
commenced meetings on an annual basis, which will 
serve as a building block to develop goodwill and 
mutual cooperation. 

Collaboration on Water
The need to formulate a regional plan for water 
resources was first highlighted in the 1999-
2004 Ha Noi Plan of Action (HPA). The HPA 
declared that “ASEAN should cooperate on a 
regular basis, and use exchange of information, 
knowledge, and experiences among Member 
States as a means to improve water resources 
management and water supply system within 
the region.” 

The ASEAN Long Term Strategic Plan for Water 
Resources Management was endorsed in 2003 
and subsequently the member states adopted 
the ASEAN Strategic Plan of Action on Water 
Resources Management in 2005. The vision 
statement with a target date of 2025 states that 
the member countries should work towards the 
“attainment of sustainability of resources to 
ensure sufficient water quantity of acceptable 
quality to meet the needs of people in terms 
of health, food security, economy and the 
environment.”

The ASEAN Working Group on Water Resources 
Management has been formed to achieve this 
vision. It aims to address issues relating to 
demand and supply allocation, water quality, 
sanitation, extreme events, governance and 
capacity building.

Amongst the ASEAN member states, Singapore 
is the chair for freshwater resources in the Socio 
– Cultural Community BluePrint (2009 – 2015). 
Singapore also organizes an International Water 
Week on an annual basis, which brings together 
policymakers, civil society and industry on 
the challenges and opportunities in the water 
sector. 
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Lessons from the Mekong River 
Commission                                               
 
The 1995 Agreement on the Cooperation for the 
Sustainable Development of the Mekong River Basin 
signed by the governments of Cambodia, Lao PDR, 
Thailand and Vietnam has provided the highest 
political and legal mandate to the Mekong River 
Commission to govern shared water resources in a 
holistic manner. The Mekong River Commission (MRC) 
can trace its origins to the UN affiliated Mekong 
Committee formed in 1957. 

The two upstream countries, China and Myanmar, 
became dialogue partners of the MRC in 1996. In 
recent years, China has taken steps to strengthen 
cooperation with the lower Mekong riparian 
countries. It has started to provide hydrology data 
from the Yunjinghong and Manan reservoirs on the 
Lancang River. In 2010, it also provided outflow and 
inflow information from its reservoirs in the extreme 
dry season and has expressed commitment towards 
sharing data in extreme cases. In June 2010, for the 
first time, China invited foreign delegations from the 
MRC countries to visit the Jinghong and Xiaowan 
dams. China also sent a high level delegation to the 
first MRC Summit convened in August 2010. 

The MRC offers relevant insights to the four Himalayan 
sub region countries: 

A considerable drawback of the MRC is that the ||
two upstream states, China and Myanmar, have 
not yet accepted invitations to become formal 
members of the organization and operate as 
only Dialogue Partners. This lessens the scope 
of cooperation between the Mekong riparian 
countries. Given the enormity of a possible water 
crisis in the Himalayan river basins in the future, it 
is imperative that the two large powers, China and 
India, cooperate with Bangladesh and Nepal and 
voluntarily become part of a joint mechanism. 

The MRC has undergone restructuring since ||
its inception to reach its present model of 
functioning: 

There has been a shift from merely undertaking •	
development projects within national borders 
to having  a strategic basin - wide focus. In 
2001, the MRC Hydropower Development 
Strategy specifically stated that basin-wide 
issues will be preferred over the promotion of 
specific projects. 

MRC has moved away from an operational •	
approach to developing a strategic programme, 
including institutional development, strategic 
partnerships, high-level political debates, and 
knowledge management, in additional to its 
strengths in ground level project management. 
A draft MRC Stakeholder Policy is under 
consideration. 

In 2001, the MRC defined itself as a ‘learning •	
organization’ with a focus on the livelihoods 
of the people in the Mekong region. The MRC 
has also worked towards increased engagement 
of local stakeholders by adopting bottom-up 
solutions. 

The MRC has set a goal towards becoming •	
financially self – sustainable by 2030. 

Best Practices from the Ground                                

Effective Governance - Phnom Penh Water Supply 
Authority: Cambodia
The Phnom Penh Water Supply Authority (PPWSA) 
in Cambodia has been hailed as a case study for 
effective governance and management in Asia. 
Following the civil war and Khmer Rouge rule, the 
water supply system was in a dismal state in 1993 and 
only a quarter of the population in the metropolitan 
capital region received piped water. Today the PPWSA 
provides 24-hour service and 90 per cent coverage 
to a city of 1.3 million. Through an amalgamation 
of effective management techniques, including 
introduction of Leak Repair Teams, reforms in the 
process as well as upgrading of the infrastructure 
pertaining to piping, distribution and metering; cost-
effective billing and payment collection methods and 
public awareness and anti-corruption campaigns, the 
PPWSA has managed to radically transform the water 
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supply system in Cambodia. In the period between 
1993 and 2010, the collection rate increased by 50  
per cent and non-revenue water dropped by 64 per 
cent, whilst the total connections increased by 450 
per cent. The PPWSA is a model public sector water 
utility, in particular for developing countries. 

Engaging Local Stakeholders-Bang Pakong River Basin: 
Thailand
The Bang Pakong river basin is located in eastern 
Thailand and comprises of nine sub-basins. The Bang 
Pakong Dialogue commenced in 2003, with support 
from international multilateral organizations including 
FAO and UNEP. The Bang Pakong Dialogue shows 
that engagement of local stakeholders in river basin 
management yields positive results in economic 
development, as well as environmental restoration 
of the river. The Bang Pakong River Basin Committee 
is chaired by the private sector and includes active 
participation from government agencies, private 
sector, civil society as well as local community groups 
including fishermen and farmers. The Bang Pakong 
River Committee has worked towards reducing 
conflicts and promoting integrated water resources 
management. The Bang Pakong experience in 
engaging local stakeholders is now used as a case 
study by other river basin organizations, particularly 
in Thailand. 

Public Private Partnerships- Manila Water Company, 
Maynilad Water Services, Small Scale Private water 
Providers: Philippines 
The last fifteen years have seen increased public-
private partnerships in the water sector in Philippines. 
The Metropolitan Waterworks and Sewerage System 
commenced privatization in 1997. The Manila Water 
concession is now regarded as an example of a 
successful public-private partnership that has worked 
towards aligning business strategies to include 
social and environmental concerns. Projects such as 
the Tubig Para sa Barangay (TPSB) or Water for the 
Community have been introduced to provide safe 
drinking water to informal settlements. The other 
major private sector concessionaire includes Maynilad 
Water Services Inc. Since 2007, the small scale private 
water providers have also consolidated and formed 
the National Water and Sanitation Association of the 

Philippines (NAWASA), which presently includes 250 
members. The small scale private water providers in 
Philippines have particularly focused their strengths 
in reaching consumers, neglected by public utilities 
and major private players. 

By virtue of being neighbours as well as developing 
economies, the Southeast Asian countries face 
many of the same challenges and opportunities, 
as Bangladesh, China, India and Nepal. Their rich 
history of developing an atmosphere of mutual 
cooperation and goodwill at the highest political level 
lends credence to the lessons they can offer the four 
Himalayan sub-region countries. Several initiatives 
in Southeast Asia, created by governments, and also 
by industry, civil society and local stakeholders have 
been accepted as best practices and exemplary case 
studies across the world. The Himalayan River Basin 
countries can take advantage of these experiences 
while charting their own future course of action. 
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