
 
Inter State Water Disputes in India 

 
Large areas of India are relatively arid, mechanisms for allocating scarce water are critically 
important to the welfare of the country's citizens. Water contributes to welfare in several ways: 
health (e.g. clean drinking water), agriculture (e.g., irrigation), and industry (e.g. hydroelectric 
power). Numerous inter-state river-water disputes have erupted since independence. A recent 
dispute over use of the Yamuna River among the states of Delhi, Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, was 
resolved by conferences involving three state Chief Ministers, as well as the central government. 
Not all disputes have happy endings, however: for example, the larger dispute between 
Karnataka and Tamil Nadu over the waters of the Cauvery rages on.  
 
Following are the major Inter State Water disputes in India: 
(1) The Krishna-Godavari water dispute 
(2) The Cauvery water dispute 
(3) The Ravi-Beas water dispute 
In the first case, relative success was achieved through negotiations and through the working of a 
tribunal. In the other two cases, the institutional process has been relatively less successful: while 
these two disputes have both gone to tribunals, neither one has yet been successfully resolved. 
The Cauvery Tribunal is still deliberating, while the Ravi-Beas Tribunal gave its judgment, but it 
was not made official by the central government. 
 
Krishna-Godavari water dispute The Krishna-Godavari water dispute among Maharashtra, 
Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh (AP), Madhya Pradesh (MP), and Orissa could not be resolved 
through negotiations. Here Karnataka and Andhra Pradesh are the lower riparian states on the 
river Krishna, and Maharashtra is the upper riparian state. The dispute was mainly about the 
inter-state utilization of untapped surplus water. The Krishna Tribunal reached its decision in 
1973, and the award was published in 1976. It addressed three issues: 
(1) The extent to which the existing uses should be protected as opposed to future or 
contemplated uses. 
(2) Diversion of water to another watershed. 
(3) Rules governing the preferential uses of water. 
The Tribunal's rulings were as follows: 
� On the first issue, the Tribunal concluded that projects that were in operation or under 
consideration as in September 1960 should be preferred to contemplated uses and should be 
protected. The Tribunal also judged that except by special consent of the parties, a project 
committed after 1960 should not be entitled to any priority over contemplated uses. 
� On the second issue, the Tribunal concluded that diversion of Krishna waters to another 
waterline was legal when the water was diverted to areas outside the river basin but within the 
political boundaries of the riparian states. It was silent regarding the diversion of water to areas 
of non-riparian states. 
� On the third issue the Tribunal specified that all existing uses based on diversion of water 
outside the basin would receive protection. 
The Godavari Tribunal commenced hearings in January 1974, after making its award for the 
Krishna case. It gave its final award in 1979, but meanwhile the states continued negotiations 
among themselves, and reached agreements on all disputed issues. Hence the Tribunal was 
merely required to endorse these agreements in its award. Unlike in the case of other tribunals, 



there was no quantification of flows, or quantitative division of these flows: the states divided up 
the area into sub-basins, and allocated flows from these sub-basins to individual states. 
 
The Cauvery dispute The core of the Cauvery dispute relates to the re-sharing of waters that are 
already being fully utilized. Here the two parties to the dispute are Karnataka (old Mysore) and 
Tamil Nadu (the old Madras Presidency). Between 1968 and 1990, 26 meetings were held at the 
ministerial level but no consensus could be reached. The Cauvery Water Dispute tribunal was 
constituted on June 2, 1990 under the ISWD Act, 1956. 
There has been a basic difference between Tamil Nadu on the one hand and the central 
government and Karnataka on the other in their approach towards sharing of Cauvery waters. 
The government of Tamil Nadu argued that since Karnataka was constructing the Kabini, 
Hemavathi, Harangi, Swarnavathi dams on the river Cauvery and was expanding the ayacuts 
(irrigation works), Karnataka was unilaterally diminishing the supply of waters to Tamil Nadu, 
and adversely affect the prescriptive rights of the already acquired and existing ayacuts.  
There are several reasons why the negotiations of 1968-1990 failed to bring about a consensus. 
1) There was a divergence of interest between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu on the question of 
pursuing negotiations. Karnataka was interested in prolonging the negotiations and thwarting the 
reference to a tribunal, in order to gain time to complete its new projects. 
2) The Cauvery issue became intensely politicized in the 1970s and 1980s. The respective 
governments in the two states were run by different political parties. Active bipartisan politics in 
both states made an ultimate solution more difficult. 
3)Consecutive occasions when the same set of ministers from the same state and the center met 
were rare. 
4) The ministerial meetings were held at regular intervals, but no attempt was made to generate 
technical options to the sharing of Cauvery waters. Expert engineers were not able to work 
together for a common solution; rather they got involved in party politics. 
 
The Ravi-Beas dispute Punjab and Haryana, the main current parties in this dispute, are both 
agricultural surplus states, providing large quantities of grain for the rest of India. Because of the 
scarcity and uncertainty of rainfall, irrigation is the mainstay of agriculture. An initial agreement 
on the sharing of the waters of the Ravi and Beas after partition was reached in 1955, through an 
inter-state meeting convened by the central government. 
The present dispute between Punjab and Haryana about Ravi-Beas water started with the 
reorganization of Punjab in November 1966, when Punjab and Haryana were carved out as 
successor states of erstwhile Punjab. The four perennial rivers, Ravi, Beas, Sutlej and Yamuna 
flow through both these states, which are heavily dependent on irrigated agriculture in this arid 
area. Irrigation became increasingly important in the late 1960s with the introduction and 
widespread adoption of high yielding varieties of wheat. As a result of the protests by Punjab 
against the 1976 agreement allocating water from Ravi-Beas, further discussions were conducted 
(now including Rajasthan as well), and a new agreement was accepted in 1981.  
 
In summary, current Indian water-dispute settlement mechanisms are ambiguous and opaque. 
Water can be shared efficiently, with compensating transfers as necessary, if initial water rights 
are well-defined, and if institutions to facilitate and implement cooperative agreements are in 
place. Furthermore, delay in the dimension of agreement over water can encourage inefficient, 
non-cooperative investments in dams, irrigation, etc. 


