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Transboundary river basins of South Asia, are 
o�en perceived as important engines of regional 
economic development, crucial bases of 
livelihood resources, and sites of biodiversity 
conserva�on. However compe�ng and conflic�ng 
roles,  that they play,  o�en make policy 
governance and management  prac�ces 
par�cularly challenging (Kliot et al., 2001; 
Sneddon and Fox 2006; Uprety, Salman and 
Salman 2011).

Dialogue can play an important role in fostering 
mutual understanding and resolving conflicts, 
p a r � c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  c o n t ex t  o f  c o n fl i c t 
management. Roling & Woodhill (2001) have 
defined dialogue linked to food, water and energy 
as “… a contrived situa�on in which a set of more 
or less interdependent stakeholders in some 
resource are iden�fied, and invited to meet and 
interact in a forum for conflict resolu�on, 
nego�a�on, social learning and collec�ve decision 
making towards concerted ac�on.”

A dialogue is important because even though 
people's/stakeholders reasons might be 
intangible and 'so�', but 'they are very real in their 
consequences' (Röling & Woodhill, 2001). 

Stakeholder representa�ves o�en have inflexible 
mandates, when they enter the nego�a�on 
process; within this context understanding 
percep�ons and reasons gives the connec�on to 
reality. Dialogue facilita�on can powerfully bring 
together stakeholders and bridge the gap 
between poli�cal elite and populace. To bring 
about sustainable change, people have to develop 
a sense of joint ownership of the process and 
become stakeholders in iden�fying new 
approaches to address common challenges. It 
helps in changing the way people talk, think and 
communicate with one another. Overall it works 
to enlarge the stake and moves away from 
posi�onal bargaining to larger interests (Röling & 
Woodhill, 2001; World Water Council, 2004; 
Zeitoun & Mirumachi, 2008).

Within transboundary context, dialogues helps to 
develop trust and confidence between riparian 
countries. Involving mul�ple states in consulta�on 
and decision-making is complex, however a 
dialogue can facilitate this process in a step-by-
step approach. Although it is a long drawn 
process, the resul�ng confidence and trust that it 
builds, is enduring.



The Brahmaputra Basin:

The Brahmaputra River Basin, which originates from 
the Tibetan Plateau, is the biggest trans-Himalayan 
river basin, encompassing parts of the territory, 
ecosystem, people, economies and poli�cs of China, 
Bhutan, Nepal, India and Bangladesh. Brahmaputra is 
also one of the most cri�cal and unique trans-
boundary river systems. It is unique in several ways; 
first, the Brahmaputra River is fi�h with respect to 
discharge, fourteenth with respect to drainage area, 
twenty fi�h with respect to length, second with 
respect to sediment load, and first with respect to 
sediment discharge amongst the world's rivers. 
Second, the basin stands out as an excep�on to the 
tradi�onal theory that relates poverty with water 
scarcity. It is one of the least developed regions of the 
w o r l d  w i t h  u n m a t c h e d  a n d  m u l � p l e  u s e 
developmental poten�al. Third, the river carries water 
from the drier parts of the basin to the regions that are 
abundant in rainfall. Fourth, its physical geography has 
bound environmental, economic, poli�cal and 
security interdependencies of four co-riparian 
countries  . However such mutual dependency has 
largely been beset by colonial legacies of unresolved 
boundary disputes, deep-seated distrust and poli�cal 
tensions making the hydro-diplomacy of the basin not 
as strategically nuanced as it ought to be (Wirsing and 
Jasparro 2007; Salehin et al.,2011 ; Uprety et al.,2011).

The basin with its rich biodiversity has a huge poten�al 
for irriga�on development, livelihood opportuni�es, 
hydropower genera�on and other opera�ons such as 
naviga�on. Development however has largely 

remained country specific leading to confronta�on 
and conflicts.  Key challenges for sustainable 
management of the basin include floods and 
droughts, infrastructural developments, rising 
s u s p i c i o n  a n d  d i s t r u st ,  a n d  l a c k  o f  o p e n 
communica�on within and between countries. 
Challenges are expected to grow due to increasing 
demand for water and energy, interference with 
natural river flows from dams, inter-basin water 
transfers, water diversions, deforesta�on and floods, 
altered sediment and nutrient loads. Livelihoods are 
already impacted due to changes in hydrology from 
erosion and ecology from deforesta�on and 
planta�on. Food produc�on systems, cultural iden�ty, 

rural economies have all seen drama�c changes in 
recent years, with more changes likely in the �me to 
come. Among the most powerful contemporary forces 
shaping both local cultures, livelihoods, land-use and 
ecosystem are various government policies and the 
expansion of regional, na�onal and interna�onal 
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Figure  : Brahmaputra Basin  (Source: southwaterini�a�ve.org)

“We should learn from nature- as various 

tributaries together form Brahmaputra 

River- the same way all Riparian states 

can come together to form an authority 

to manage Brahmaputra Basin”-  Er. Joy 

Barman, Secretary, Brahmaputra Board
Assam



Brahmaputra Dialogue – an initiative 
by SaciWATERs

markets (Biswas, 2011; Salehin et al.,2011)
In the recent past, discussions on the co-management 
of this river never figured out as top priority among the 
riparian countries. Any discussion that took place was 
essen�ally bilateral, confiden�al with not much 
informa�on in the public domain as to what is 
happening or likely to happen, and what that would 
mean to all the countries. Nego�a�ons �ll date on 
joint management have been marred with prior 
distrust and uncertainty.

Need for a dialogue and discussion across mul�ple 
stakeholders was strongly felt for the survival of this 
gigan�c river system. Such thinking brought funding 

agencies and researchers together to unpack the 
trajectories of  effec�ve co-management of 
Brahmaputra River. The project �tled “Transboundary 
Policy Dialogue for Improved Water Governance in 
Brahmaputra River ” is one such ini�a�ve by 
SaciWATERs that aimed to create a pla�orm to discuss 
the issues, challenges, and opportuni�es towards 
improved co-management of the river basin.

The project started in 2013, in two phase ( 2013 – 2014 
; 2014 – 2015) as a bilateral dialogue ini�a�ve 
between India and Bangladesh. Efforts were made to 
clearly strategize the ways to involve mul�ple 
stakeholders (track 2 and track 3) into this process. The 
dialogue workshops were conducted at the country 
level, to understand the country perspec�ve on the 
Brahmaputra water issues. These workshops also 
helped in iden�fying par�cipants who can represent 
the country at the regional level dialogue.

Since the project began in 2013, there have been six 
consulta�on dialogues that were held at different 
levels among the varied stakeholders of the 
Brahmaputra basin. They include:
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Mekong River runs a length of 4,900km, origina�ng in 
China, and flowing through Myanmar, Thailand and Lao 
PDR. The dialogue here has been tedious and long drawn 
evolving over 38 years to create the Mekong River 
Commission. MRC members includes Cambodia, Lao 
PDR, Thailand and Viet Nam with China and Mynmar as 
'Dialogue Partners' within discussions. This partnership 
enabled coopera�on with China and Myanmar thereby 
crea�ng direct communica�on between riparian 
countries3. For instance, it was at the fi�h Dialogue 
Mee�ng, held in 2000 at Phnom Penh, that China 
expressed its willingness to provide hydrological 
informa�on of the Upper Mekong River to the Mekong 
River Commission, which resulted in the conclusion of 
"Data Exchange Agreement" (Bobekova, Pearse-Smith, & 
Svensson, 2013; Onishi, 2007).

Role of dialogue in Mekong River Basin:  

“Such dialogue helps to discuss many 

things and to ease the tension between 

the states” Er. Pura Tupe
CE, Department of Hydropower 

Development
 Arunachal Pradesh

The basin of Kura-Araks occupy an area of 188 thousand km2 and shared by five counr�es Azerbaijan, Armenia, Georgia, Turkey, 
and Iran . Among the riparian countries, there has been 15 years of intense conflicts between Armenia and Azerbaijan along with 
growing tension over water shortages and water pollu�on.

Since 2002, a series of dialogues were ini�ated by a neutral party with the Parliamentarians of Armenia and Azerbaijan. This 
dialogue resulted in both the countries exhibi�ng strong interest in establishing ini�a�ves and programs to address water 
pollu�on. The two countries signed two le�ers of understanding. The le�er indicates that they would work through a 
commission of parliamentarians and water experts to iden�fy significant sources of transboundary water pollu�on and develop 
projects on improving water monitoring. Furthermore, aside for the environmental collabora�on the series have resulted in 
building a close personal rela�onship among the par�cipa�ng parliamentarians, who were able to see and get acquainted with 
the grievances of 'the other side'. One major learning from here is that “Poli�cal tensions between countries do not necessarily 
prevent governments from coming to the table to talk about issues such as management of their transboundary water 
resources” (TFDD, 2007).

Role of dialogue in Kura-Araks rivers basin



Phase I

Ÿ Transna�onal policy dialogue for improved water 
governance of Brahmaputra River- Bangladesh 
Country level dialogue. Dhaka - August 21,  2013.
This mee�ng lent efforts to crea�ng an enabling 
environment within Bangladesh to discuss cri�cal 
issues of co-management of the Brahmaputra river 
by Bangladesh and India

Ÿ Transna�onal policy dialogue for improved water 
governance of Brahmaputra River-India Country 
level dialogue. Guwaha� - September 10, 2013.
Similar to the mee�ng held in Bangladesh, a 
mee�ng was held in India to create an atmosphere 
that enables co-management of the river.

Ÿ Bangladesh-India Joint Dialogue for improved 
water governance of Brahmaputra River at BUET. 
Dhaka- November 11-12, 2013.
Uni�ng previous efforts, this mee�ng served to 
establish a network of actors from both countries 
to inform Brahmaputra-related dialogues and 
influence its policy for co-management of the river. 
It also enabled a joint pla�orm for discussion on co-
management of Brahmaputra River. 

Phase II

Ÿ Track II diplomacy format with specific focus on 
integra�ng regional and na�onal approaches of 
water  governance  and  management  o f 
Brahmaputra Basin. New Delhi - January  22, 2015. 
Once an enabling pla�orm was built, the next series 
of consulta�on served the purpose of bringing 
together key players managing the Brahmaputra 
River on a same pla�orm so as to ensure ver�cal 
integra�on of voices and interests of policy makers 
at State and Na�onal level.

Ÿ Mul�-country stakeholder dialogue to understand 
issues of  common interest  for improved 
Brahmaputra Basin management, Dhaka May 23, 
2015.
This workshop served to understand the key 
challenge and opportuni�es across co-riparian 
countries posi�oned differently In terms of 
knowledge power and development ini�a�ves. The 
mee�ng for the first �me involved all the four co-
r ipar ians from China,  Bhutan,  India  and 
Bangladesh.
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“Various sugges�ons have come
like  – holis�c and basin level approach, 
IWRM, regional coopera�on etc.,– all 

these will not succeed without dialogues 
and consulta�ons between riparian 

countries”
Mr. A.K Mitra Technical Advisor and
Ex- Secretary, WRD, Govt. of Assam

Shared between 11 countries. The Nile Basin Ini�a�ve, started from cross country and interna�onal organiza�onal push. From 
this ini�a�ve they started crea�ng spaces for dialogues which later resulted in theme based dialogues for further collabora�on 
and strengthening of �es and understanding of issues. This ini�a�ve begun 14 years ago. Through this they have created an all-
inclusive pla�orm that assists in crea�ng enabling environment for strong joint ins�tu�ons (Nile-SEC, ENTRO and NELSAP-CU) - 
for con�nued dialogue and regular fora for technical discussions.

Their experience has shown that for such ini�a�ve to be successful there has to be strong ins�tu�on, as strong ins�tu�ons help in 
pushing forward important agendas. The slow progress of the dialogue between countries is a�ributed to the complexity in  
bringing everyone together. Further, process of trust building have gone back and forth as differences arise due to uneven 
economic opportuni�es and infrastructure developments(Alam, Dione, & Jeffrey, 2009; Eckstein, 2009; Zeitoun & Warner, 2006).

Role of dialogue in Nile River Basin
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Drin River Basin is located in the Western Balkans (South East Europe) and it is shared between Albania, Greece, Kosovo, 
Macedonia and Montenegro. There are several agreements between countries on management but not in effect due to several 
conflicts. In 2009 a process of dialogue began between stakeholders and countries . The “Drin Dialogue” process 2008-2011 
addressed the issues and challenges concerning the basin and at the end of this process the riparian countries expressed their 
inten�on for a Shared Vision for the Drin Basin management. The Declara�on was signed and adopted by the Ministers and high-
level representa�ves of Albania, FYR Macedonia, Greece and Kosovo on October 2011  (Choukr-Allah, Ragab, & Rodriguez-
Clemente, 2012).

Role of dialogue in Drin River Basin Dialogue

Ÿ Transna�onal policy dialogue for improved water 
governance of Brahmaputra River.  Phase II- 
Dissemina�on dialogue mee�ng.Guwaha� - 
August 5, 2015.
This mee�ng served to share informa�on on the 
process and results that were seen from this 
ini�a�ve in the past two years along with char�ng a 
direc�on for the future of this ini�a�ve.

The innova�on and uniqueness of this ini�a�ve is that 
it successfully created a pla�orm for dialogue 
between India and Bangladesh. A big achievement of 
this project has been the recogni�on of the 
importance of a dialogue in the Brahmaputra Basin. 
Further, this process has generated a demand from 
the stakeholders for con�nua�on of the dialogue for at 
least five years so as to create a pathway for 
formula�ng a forum on Brahmaputra basin 
management. Group of experts, bureaucrats and 

diplomats from India and Bangladesh came together 
and unanimously recommended that the great 
treasure of the Brahmaputra urgently demands the 
greater knowledge that can only come through 
collabora�ve research, and through listening to a 
wider cross sec�on of voices, from mul�ple 
stakeholders, like, affected communi�es, civil society, 
ecologists and environmental experts as well as policy 
makers. In order to facilitate ver�cal and horizontal 
integra�on within and between countries they 
recommended for sustain dialogue processes at mul�-
tract mode. The most important recommenda�on was 
to move from tract 3/ 2mode to tract 1.5 mode and to 
bring all the countries, including China and Bhutan, 
sharing the basin into a single pla�orm. Thus, the 
demand for con�nuing the dialogue and that the 
ini�a�ve should move into a third phase, has been 
stakeholder driven.
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Way forward

Based on the experience gained in the last two years 
and recommenda�ons from the mul�-stakeholder 
workshops, SaciWATERs plans to con�nue this 
dialogue process for another two years and ini�ate a 
third phase of the dialogue. The phase III will bring 
together four riparian countries of Brahmaputra Basin 
– Bangladesh, Bhutan, China and India – for dialogue 
on co management of the river basin. The aim of this 
phase will be to develop a basin level ins�tu�onal 
framework. The need for such an ins�tu�onal 
framework at transboundary level was raised several 
�mes by the stakeholders (a lso came as a 
recommenda�on). It was felt that such an ins�tu�on 
could provide the means, mandate, and resources 
necessary to employ formal and informal agreements 
which would reflect the needs and interests of 
stakeholders.

To achieve this aim the following ac�vi�es are 
planned:

1. Review the exis�ng transboundary protocols/ 
trea�es/accords to understand the processes 
shaping the ins�tu�onal arrangements for 
managing the Transboundary Rivers.
In our two years of engagement with the government 
representa�ves in India and Bangladesh, we could 
perceive that sharing learning and effec�ve 
dissemina�on of cases from different trans-boundary 
basin organiza�ons helps shape their perspec�ve. By 
understanding the prac�ces across different river 
basin, they get acquainted with the lengthy process of 
dialogues and nego�a�ons that ins�tu�ons undergo 
in which conflicts over the u�liza�on of shared water 
resources were also frequent. Hence, the cases and 
review of trea�es/ protocols would be presented in a 
joint knowledge-sharing workshop in partnership with 
relevant na�onal/ state government departments at a 
regional level.

2. To bring the views of mul�-stakeholders through 
individual interac�ons and mul�ple workshops
The aim is to integrate the views of mul�-stakeholders 

(government, civil society organiza�ons, funding 
agencies, academia, scien�fic community and media) 
through individual interac�ons and mul�ple 
workshops. The purpose is to promote be�er decision 
making by ensuring that the views of different 
stakeholders are heard at all stages through dialogues 
and consensus building exercises. In the last two years 
SaciWATERs realized that everyone involved in this 
process has a jus�fiable view, relevant knowledge and 
experience to bring to the decision making

3. To assess the various economic opportuni�es, 
challenges and research priori�es in the basin
There are many opportuni�es iden�fied within 
Brahmaputra basin for economic growth, and they are 
being propagated within different regions. However, 
economic opportuni�es linked to the rivers are never 
in isola�on, they influence each other, water security 
in one region could mean (in) security of resources in 
the other. From the previous phases we have come to 
understand the challenges faced and some of the 
important economic opportuni�es in the region; 
phase III would move a step ahead to find the avenues 
to overcome these challenges.

4. To map the func�onali�es a�ached to various 
government (central/state) line departments to 
bring dovetailing and improved coordina�on for 
basin management
An ins�tu�onal mapping for the Brahmaputra Basin 
gives insight into the exis�ng distribu�on of power and 
decision-making within ins�tu�onal and governance 
structures for the management of the river. This 
objec�ve iden�fies key actors, their interac�ons, locus 
of control, who has the ability to influence decisions, 
and to examine their source of funding. This will also 
clearly map out the func�onal and geographical 
boundaries within which these ins�tu�ons operate. 
While a basin level ins�tu�on may require new 
planning, management tools and models, such a 
mapping exercise will provide us with an inventory of 
ins�tu�ons which already exists and how best they can 
be capacitated for basin level decision making and 
management.

Unlike nego�a�on, in a dialogue forum 

there is no winner or loser and hence it 

provides an opportunity to all the 

stakeholders to raise issues, concerns 

and also to find common grounds for 

corpora�on”
Dr. Anamika Barua, ED, SaciWATERs 

“It may take 72 years for Brahmaputra 

River Commission to come up but the 

process has started, and I am very 

op�mis�c that it will definitely happen” 

Mr. Fazlur Rashid,
Bangladesh Water Board
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Telephone: +91 40 27117728, 64642602
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PARTNERS

The overall goal of this project is to influence policies for joint management of Brahmaputra River by Bangladesh, 
India and other countries who contribute to the flow of the river. The Phase I & II was bilateral dialogue between 
India and Bangladesh. The phase III in par�cular will bring together the four riparian countries of Brahmaputra Basin 
– Bangladesh, Bhutan, China and India – for dialogue on co management of the river basin.

The purpose of this series of policy brief's is to bring together the discussions and sugges�ons that emerge from the 
dialogue process with all stakeholders on the Brahmaputra Basin. These recommenda�ons are to inform decision 
making and enable effec�ve governance and management of the Brahmaputra Basin

Project Dura�on: Phase I (2013-14); Phase II (2014-15) & Phase III (2015-17) 

This policy brief is also available online: www.saciwaters.org/brahmaputra-dialogue

ICS, New Delhi RSPN, Bhutan IIT, Guwaha� BUET, DhakaIWM, Dhaka

 Phase III
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