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Abstract. This paper examines the economic problems Kazakhstan faces in transboundary river management and
proposes solutions based on the United Nations guidelines for implementing water policy. This study focuses on
the Syr Darya, which is the most important river basin for Kazakhstan from an economic point of view and is often
a source of political controversy. The Syr Darya crosses through the territory of Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan before reaching Kazakhstan. While the upstream countries of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan use the river
to generate electricity, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan need it for agricultural purposes. Differences over water usage
have caused interstate conflicts in the Central Asian region. The riparian countries can neither agree on a water
release schedule nor develop a trading mechanism for the exchange of resources to overcome disputes over the
water resources of the Syr Darya. The study of the Syr Darya disputes between the countries of Central Asia and
agreements on water management reveals the following problems: the roles and responsibilities of countries in
relation to water use are not clearly defined, the lack of trust between the disputing parties and their reluctance to
share accurate information and comply with the mutually agreed rules. Based on the study results, the authors
recommend the creation of a joint regional institution that will monitor, analyse, and manage transboundary rivers
in Central Asia.

Keywords: transboundary rivers, Kazakhstan, Central Asia, water diplomacy, inter-state disputes, institutions.

AxpaTtna. byn KyxatTa TpaHclekapanblk e3eHaepre KaTbicTbl KasakcTaH angblHoa TypFaH SKOHOMMKanbIK
Macernernep Kapanagbl XXeHe Cy casicaTblH iCKe acbIpy >XeHiHAEr KarmaaTTapra HerisaenreH wewiMmaep yYCbiHbinaasbl.
Kasakctanga 6GipHelwe TpaHcwekapanblk e3eH OaccenHgepi 6ap ekeHiHe kapamacTtaH, Oyn 3epTrey Tek
Cblpaapusra GarbiTTanfaH, cebebi OHbIH en 3KOHOMUMKACh! YLUIH MaHbI3bl 30p XXaHe 63€H Xui cascy faynapabi keasi
6onbin kenegi. Coipaapus eseHi Kaszakcranra xetnec 6ypbiH KbiprbidcTaH, TexikcTaH, ©36ekcTaH aymarbiH Kecin
eTepni. XKofapbl afbicTa opHanackaH engep KpiprbiactaH MeH ToxXiKCTaH e3eHAi SNeKTp 3HEpPrusacbiH eHAIpy YLUiH
nanganaHca, ©3bekctaH MeH KasakcTaH oOfaH aybin LWapyalbinbifbl MakcaTTapbl YWiH MykTax. Cyabl
nanganaHyaarbl avbipMallbibiKTap avMakTaFbl KakTbiFbiCTapAbl Tyablpadbl. Kepuiinep cyabl afbldy KecTeci,
3HEeprus MeH cy cayaacbiHblH MexaHu3Mi Typanbl opTak Kenicimre kene anmanm kenepgi. Cy casicaTbl Typanbl
XaHxangap MeH anMakTblK KeniciMaep xafgannapbiH cananbel 3epTTey TapanTapAblH penfepi MeH MiHAeTTepi
HaKTbl aHbIKTanNMaraHAdbIKTaH, KeniciM Typanbl bIHTAHbIH OonMaybl, OOBEKTMBTI akmapaTt anmacygblH
XeTkinikcisgirive 6annaHbICTbl MEMIIEKETTEP apacbkiHAa CeHim npobnemanapbl 6ap ekeHiH kepceTei. byn 3eptTey
Xarnnbl MOHUTOPWHT XYPri3eTiH, Xaraanapl TanganTbiH alMakTbik GipneckeH yibiM Kypyabl yCbiHaabI.

TyniH ce3nep: TpaHcLlekapanblk e3eHaep, KasakctaH, OpTanbik A3us, Cy AUNNIOMaTUsACh], alMakTbIK XaHxangap,
YbIM.

AHHOTaumsA. B gaHHONM cTaTbe MccneqoBaHbl U NPEANOXeHbl NYTU peLLeHUs] Takux SKOHOMUYECKUX npobnem, ¢
KOTOPbIMW Halla CTpaHa NepuoAMYECKM CTaNKMBAETCH B OTHOLUEHUWM TPAHCTPaHWMYHbLIX pek. [aHHble BbiBOAbI
OCHOBaHbl Ha MpuUHUMNAxX peanu3auuym BOAHOW nonutukn. HecmoTpst Ha TO, 4yTo B KasaxcraHe cyulecTByeT
HECKOINbKO TpaHCrpaHW4HbIX PeYHbix GacceriHoB, AaHHOe UcCneaoBaHne CoCcpedoToYeHO Tonbko Ha Ceipaapbe,
MOCKOIbKY OHa SABMSeTCA Hauboree BaXXHOW BOAHOW apTepuen Onis 3KOHOMMKW CTpaHbl M 4acTo ABNSAETCS
WUCTOYHUKOM nonuTudeckux crnopoB. Peka Coipaapbs nepecekaet TeppuTtoputo KelprbldacTaHa, TamkuknucraHa u
Y3beknctaHa, npexae 4yem nonactb B KazaxctaH. B To Bpemsi Kak CTpaHbl, pacronoXeHHbIE Bbille MO TEYEHMHO,
KblpreidctaH u TamxukMcTaH, UCNonb3ytoT peky Ans BbipaboTku aneKkTpoaHepru, a Y3beknctaH n KazaxcrtaH - gns
CenbCKOXO3ANCTBEHHbIX Lenen. Pasnuunsa B BOOOMNOMNb30BaHWM BbI3bIBAOT KOHMMAWKTbEI B PErMoHe, CTpaHbl He
MOTYT MPUNTK K COrMaLleHno0 OTHOCUTENBHO rpadmka copoca Boabl U paspaboTaTb MEXaHU3M TOProBnv SHEpPrnemn
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MEMNEKETTIK BACKAPY XXOHE MEMJEKETTIK KbISMET

Ne2 (85) 2023

1 BoZdoW. MccnegoBaHue KOHMIMKTOB U PerMoHarnbHbIX cornalleHnin 0 BOAHON NOMUTHUKE NOKasbIBaEeT, YTO POSv 1
0643aHHOCTM CTOPOH YeTKO He onpedereHsbl, CyLecTBYOT NpobnemMsl C AOBEPUEM 13-3a OTCYTCTBUS CTUMYIIOB K
cobnoaeHno NPUHLMMNOB CcornalleHunii, HeaocTaTouHoro obMeHa 06bLEKTMBHOM MHGOpMaLmen. B nccnenosaHum
npepniaraeTcs co3aaTth PervoHarnbHy0 COBMECTHYIO OpraHu3auumio, Kotopast 6yaeT OCYyLLEeCTBMNATE MOHUTOPUHT U

aHannanpoBaTb CUTyauuio.

KniouyeBble cnoBa: TpaHcrpaHudHble pekn, KasaxcTaHn, LleHTpanbHasa Asng, BogHas guniomMaTtus, permoHansHble

KOHMNUKTBI, OpraHn3aumm.

Introduction

Water is an indispensable and
precious resource without which no branch
of the state economy, such as
transportation, energy and power industry,
can function. With the population growth
and global warming in the world, the
demand for water resources has increased
more than ever (Duchovny, 2011: 3). In this

case, transboundary rivers such as the
Amu Darya or Syr Darya that flows through
the territories of several Central Asian
countries such as Kyrgyzstan, Uzbekistan
and Tajikistan are often subjects of
contention leading to conflicts over
decades (Figure 1). To regulate the
effective use of water resources and reach
acceptable solutions, water policy plays a
crucial role.
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Figure 1 — Amu Darya and Syr Darya on the map of Central Asia

For Kazakhstan, implementing an
effective water policy is highly important, as
it is a water-deficit country that relies on
transboundary rivers to provide 40% of its
water resources (Rivotti et al.,, 2019).
According to the Ministry of Ecology, the
average long-term trends of river flow in
Central Asia was 120 km? in the 2000s, and
today it has dropped to 102 km? (Kaukenov,
2022). The World Bank forecasts that the
volume of water resources in Kazakhstan
will decrease to 75 km® by 2030 (United
Nations Development Programme, 2021).
This means that in the next 8 years after
2022, the water deficit in the country will
increase to 15%, which is about 12-15
cubic metres per year.
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The cost of Kazakhstan's ineffective
water diplomacy towards its neighbours
has jeopardised its environmental and food
security (Food and Agriculture
Organization of the United Nations, 2015).
According to the International Trade
Administration  (2022), agriculture is
Kazakhstan’s main industry, and the
country is the largest exporter of grain
wheat in Central Asia. The reduction of
water resources in the Syr Darya will lead
to a decrease in the potential of agriculture.
The Food and Agriculture Organization of
the United Nations (n.a.) stressed the
severity of water scarcity in Kazakhstan,
since out of 2 million hectares of developed
farmland, only 61% were irrigated in 2016.
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This also raises unemployment
issues, as around one-third of the working
population is employed in this sector
(Kazakhstan - Agricultural Sector, n.d.).

To deal with the issues of
transboundary rivers, Kazakhstan has
launched various joint projects with its
neighbours. For instance, Kazakhstan has
been engaging China over the use of the lli
river, Russia over the Ural river and
Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan,Tajikistan over the
Syr Darya river basin (Kaukenov, 2022).
Among all transboundary rivers, this paper
focuses on the Syr Darya, which is the most
important one for the country economically
and often the source of regional disputes.

Kazakhstan uses the Syr Darya
mainly for irrigation in its southern regions.
Since Kazakhstan is located at the lower
stream of the Syr Darya along with
Uzbekistan, it is geographically dependent
on the upstream countries of Tajikistan and
Kyrgyzstan for water supply. The problem
of water allocation in the region is further
complicated by differences in its usage.
While the lower stream countries use water
from the Syr Darya to irrigate farmland in
spring and summer, the upstream countries
need to store water in dam reservoirs to
generate energy in winter (Karayev, 2015).

Low water usage efficiency in
agriculture, negative consequences of
unilateral changes in the management of
water resources and partially conflicting
national priorities have caused diplomatic
disputes between Kazakhstan, Tajikistan,
Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan. Nevertheless,
the disputed Central Asian countries have
proclaimed fidelity to cooperate, and this
region has several institutions established
for solving disputes over water resources.
Nonetheless, although the riparian
countries have  signed numerous
agreements in the past, the lack of clearly
defined roles of each state in water
allocation and their low comprehension of
the situation, negatively resulted in regional
water diplomacy.

This paper focuses on
Kazakhstan’s water diplomacy towards
Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, and Kyrgyzstan
regarding the Syr Darya and aims to
identify the causes of ineffective regional
cooperation, conduct a comprehensive
analysis about the problem and propose
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several solutions to facilitate mutually
beneficial cooperation (World Bank, 2010).

Materials and Methods

To develop recommendations for
solving transboundary water disputes in
Central Asia, this paper adopts a qualitative
research  approach, with  particular
emphasis on the collection, analysis and
interpretation of secondary data. A
key method applied is document analysis,
which is the review, identification, and in-
depth study of the literature that contributes
to the relevant theoretical and empirical
aspects of the subject under consideration.
The author also conducts high-quality
interviews with government officials during
his month-long visit to the Ministry of
Foreign Affairs of Kazakhstan.

The secondary sources are an
essential part of the research as the
information received is crucial to get access
to the knowledge of the respected
academic and intellectual specialists in
books, book chapters, interviews, articles,
and documentary analysis of specific
journals and newspapers. Case studies of
political events used in this paper have
been taken directly from the relevant
journals such as the Water Policy and
Journal of Hydrology.

In addition to the resources
mentioned above, theoretical and practical
guidelines about building a water policy
agreement from international organisations
such as the United Nations were used for
the section of discussions.

Results

The question of water resource
allocation in transboundary rivers arose
after the collapse of the Soviet Union, which
resulted in the end of a unified system of

water management in Central Asia
(Roberts, 2022). When Central Asian
countries gained independence, new

political and economic interests emerged,
and this further accelerated the competition
for formerly centralised resources such as
water and electrical energy (Global Water
Partnership, 2014).

To deal with the issue of allocating
water resources in the Syr Darya river basin,
numerous agreements have been made,
though they were not very effective (United
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Nations Publications, 2022). After the
collapse of the Soviet Union, Central Asian
countries aimed to reach mutually
beneficial solutions regarding water
management through regional agreements.
One of the first conventions was the Almaty
agreement in 1992, wherein Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan
agreed to retain the Soviet system of
centralised water control (Akunova, 2021).
According to the agreement, upstream
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan were obliged to
release water for downstream Kazakhstan
and Uzbekistan during the vegetation
season in return for the supply of cheap
energy sources from the two lower stream
countries in winter.

However, this agreement was
violated due to structural reasons. Firstly,
the system lacked detailed points such as
the defined system of energy delivery to
upstream countries, particularly, the
structure of the agreement “water for
energy” was not clear (Wegerich et al.,
2015). There were uncertainties about how
lower stream countries would deliver
energy resources and compensate for
benefiting from the the stored water from
the dams (Al-Faraj, F. A., & Scholz, M.,
2015). During the Soviet era, energy prices
were relatively low, and the system focused
mostly on Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan,
which had suitable climate and fields for
cotton and wheat production (Adelphi,
2017). Therefore, the system of dams and
reservoirs was regulated according to the
water release schedule. By agreement,
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan received energy
resources, and Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan received water (Bimenova &
Zhiltzov, 2015).

However, after the collapse of the
Soviet Union the mutual agreement among
the CA countries collapsed. Energy prices
began to rise, and it seemed more
profitable for downstream countries to
choose to export energy abroad or outside
the CA market. In the context of a new
political reality, electricity production
became a priority for Kyrgyzstan and
Tajikistan  (Adelphi, 2017). The two
upstream countries changed the schedule
of water release. They began releasing
water from the dams in winter to generate
electricity. As a consequence, the lower
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stream countries faced water shortage in
summer (Bimenova & Zhilcov, 2015).

Another example of water diplomacy
between Kazakhstan and other
neighbouring Central Asian countries can
be taken from the Syr Darya agreement in
Bishkek in 1998 between Kazakhstan,
Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan (Central Asia
Regional Water, n.d.). The content of the
convention was the same as the Almaty
agreement, according to which Kyrgyzstan
would release water to Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan during the vegetation period in
summer, and in return Kyrgyzstan would
receive electricity supply in winter. More
detailed than previous agreements, the Syr
Darya Agreement specified the number of
traded resources and the payments
required for each party. This agreement
also established positive principles such as
mutually beneficial cooperation, good
neighbourliness and compliance with
obligations. However, there were still
important aspects not included in the
document.

For example, it was not possible for
the three parties to come to a unified tariff
policy for various types of energy resources.
Moreover, there were no clear definitions of
the concepts of "additionally generated
electric energy in excess of needs", or
"necessary annual and long-term water
reserves in reservoirs for irrigation needs".
From the very beginning, the parties
violated the terms of the Agreement. Each
violation was accompanied by mutual
reproaches and accusations, which
effectively invalidated the agreement.
(Akunova, 2021).

Discussion

The study identifies several reasons
hindering the development of regional
cooperation in the field of water
management over the Syr Darya. First of all,
the institutional arrangements for the
management of water resources in Central
Asia are weak. At the regional level, there
is a common information system and some
joint approaches adopted by the riparian

countries, but there is still no clear
mechanism for joint water resources
management.

Secondly, there is a lack of clear
legislation on the use of transboundary
rivers in Central Asia as a whole. It is one
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of the main barriers to the adoption of
effective measures for the management of
the water- energy deal. In particular, a
significant part of the agreements suffers
from the lack of clear rules regarding
reservoir operation, water distribution in
normal and emergency conditions,
financing and economic  relations,
compensation for damages, as well as the
terms and procedures of arbitration
(Ministry  of  Agriculture and Water
Resources of the Republic of Uzbekistan,
2016).

Thirdly, there are inconsistencies
between the regional agreements and the
national legal rules of the countries. For
example, the discrepancy arises in terms of
the water resources distribution (Medetov
and et al., 2018). Each country identifies
water as the sole national resource of the
country, while the regional agreements
define the Syr Darya as a common
resource (Bimenova & Zhilcov, 2015).
None of the countries has specified in its
legislation what water resources are
subject to sovereignty ownership -
generated from the territory of the state or
coming from outside (Kirilenko and et all,
2008). This creates a source of instability in
water security because there are
opportunities to  circumvent unclear
provisions of legal documents (Wegerich,
Van Rooijen, Soliev and Mukhamedova,
2015).

Vagueness of legislation has led to a
lack of trust (Kallioras, A., et al., 2006). As
can be seen from the practice, countries
have manifested a tendency to violate the
terms of agreements and try to reduce their
dependence on each other. Each country
has been taking actions to solve the
emerging problems of water resource
management on its own. For example,
Kazakhstan has built the Kok-Sarai counter
regulator that smooths out seasonal water
changes and is planning to construct 9
more dams by the end of 2025 (Kazakhstan
Today, 2021). Although the construction
works have stopped due to financial
difficulties, Tajikistan is building the Rogun
dam mainly to provide energy security.
These cases demonstrate that countries
are overly susceptible to outside
interference. This further makes the future
cooperation between regional countries
unachievable.
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Fourthly, there is a low level of
communication or in other words
information exchange between countries.
This again contributes to a decrease in
mutual trust in the region. The need for
reliable and up-to-date information is
increasing due to poor diplomatic relations.
In 1993, the first signs of conflict appeared
after the collapse of the Soviet Union.
Uzbekistan stopped gas supply to
Kyrgyzstan due to the latter's failure to pay
its debt. In response, Kyrgyzstan released
water from the reservoir, violating the
established schedule. It explained the
change in reservoir schedule by the need to
accumulate water during the summer
season for electricity production purposes
in winter (Akunova, 2021). Both sides
accused each other of provoking the issue.
While Uzbekistan claimed that it could not
receive all the water and did not get the
agreed payment for fossil fuels, Kyrgyzstan
asserted that the quality of Uzbek gas was
low and the price was inappropriately high
for its economy.

Due to the lack of objective research,
the needs of each country in water and
energy resources were not given full
consideration. For example, regulating the
operation of the water reservoir Toktogul
brought Kyrgyzstan additional expenditures
as there was a flood in populated areas.
Due to the lack of information exchange
between the parties, they could not search
for compromise. Without mutual
consideration of the interests of each
country in the region, it will be impossible to
reach such a compromise.

Lower stream countries are not
notified in a timely manner of changes in
water release schedules. Regional
agreements did not contribute to the
solution of these issues, since the countries
of Central Asia do not comply with them in
practice (Skoulikaris, C. et al., 2019). A lack
of an effective mechanism for water
management and conflict resolution
demonstrates the low level of
communication and information exchange
between among the regional countries.

So, what are the main
recommendations? The study shows that
there is a need for regular exchange of
information between countries to build trust
among Central Asian countries. A clear
provision on the exchange of information in
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the agreement on transboundary waters
ensures the effectiveness of the monitoring
and assessment systems and positively
affects clarification of the legal norms in the
agreement (Biswas, 1979). The goal of
information exchange is to provide
information for the efficient use of

transboundary rivers such as the Syr Darya.

It is necessary to create a joint
commission to make effective decisions
that will be beneficial for all parties. The
Commission will identify and oversee the
steps necessary to promote agreements —
establishing  facts, developing and
analysing scenarios, conducting
discussions and negotiations. The UN
Practical Guidelines About Building
Cooperative Agreements Regarding the
Transboundary Rivers note that specific
goals help clarify steps and actions. These
goals can be reflected in the development
of plans for the management of
transboundary water resources and can
guide the harmonisation of national
legislation or contribute to the allocation of
financial resources necessary for the
implementation of the agreement.

It must be noted that the new
measures need to consider the specific
roles of the participants in the
implementation process, which reflect the
commitments made under the agreement
(Mianabadi, et al., 2020). An effective
measure can be the development of a
national implementation plan in
consultation with all riparian countries on
the Syr Darya river basin (Delipinar, $., &
Karpuzcu, M., 2017). Such a plan should
describe roles of the participants in the
implementation process. Institutions or
agencies responsible for national data
collection and monitoring programmes
should be involved. These institutions that
oversee data monitoring should participate
in the development of agreements on
transboundary rivers in order to offer
practical solutions and practical guidance
on the development of agreements on
cooperation in transboundary water
resources management with relevant
parameters, indicators and evaluation
criteria (UNECE, 2021).

The Commission also serves as a
platform for the arbitration of disputes
arising in connection with the use and
protection of water and other natural
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resources of the basin, as well as for the
search for ways of settlement. The
agreements should clearly set out the
obligations to be fulfilled at the national and
cross-border levels (Cosens, 2010). States
may include provisions in agreements that
establish a dispute resolution process
related to water resources as well.
Compliance may include obligations to
report cases of non-compliance, conduct
an appropriate assessment and eliminate
them. The establishment of fact-finding
commissions can be a useful tool to prevent
recourse to judicial means in resolving a
dispute over water resources.

Conclusion

To sum up, this paper analysed the
issues that Kazakhstan face in the
management of regional water resources in
the Syr Darya river basin with other Central
Asian countries including Uzbekistan,
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan. Differences in
water usage between these countries have
caused political disputes. Kazakhstan and
Uzbekistan need water to irrigate land,
while Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan use it to
generate electricity. The riparian countries
have not been able to come to a common
solution for making optimal decisions. The
main factors hindering regional cooperation
on water resources management are the
vagueness of the agreements, lack of trust
and information exchange between the
Central Asian countries. The ambiguity of
some articles in the regional agreements
creates the possibilities to circumvent legal
rules and make decisions that might go
against the national interests of countries.
Moreover, without full monitoring of the
conditions in the use of water, optimal water
distribution has become difficult.

To cope with the problems stated
above, this paper suggests establishing a
joint commission in the region. It should
take into consideration the needs of each
riparian countries for water and energy
resources and create opportunities for
compromise. The commission will help
resolve conflicts and make positive impact
by developing practical cooperation
mechanisms of action through data
analysis and information exchange about
water management.

In addition, there are areas for further
research to develop this research issue.
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While the focus of the study was on
examining the economic aspect of the
water dispute, the environmental aspect, in
particular, the ecological issues cannot be
ignored either. The Syr Darya is narrowing
year by year and is under the threat of
complete drying up due to inefficient water
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management. Moreover, the Syr Darya
suffers from water pollution. The amount of
agrochemicals in the river is very high. To
address these issues, the regional joint
commission proposed above can be useful,
but the specific terms of the river salvage
agreements require further analysis.
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