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This report is based on a paper by Mark Zeitoun, com-
missioned by and originally prepared for the Swedish 
International Development Cooperation Agency (Sida) 
and presented at a workshop on: Increasing Benefits from 

Transboundary Water Management for People Living in 
Poverty, held in Nairobi, Kenya, on 15-16 April 2010. The 
views expressed in this report do not represent the official 
views of the Swedish Government or Sida.
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This report explores how power asymmetry me-
diates the relationship between transboundary  
water management (TWM) and poverty reduction.  
This link between TWM and poverty reduction is 
potentially important, but it is indirect as TWM policy 
and projects promoted by basin organisations and 
development partners have, in most cases, not been 
designed chiefly to address poverty. There are several 
ways, however, that improved TWM arrangements 
may bring about benefits for poor people living within 
shared basins. More equitable and efficient water shar-
ing amongst farmers across borders, for example, can 
lead to more sustainable water use and more secure 
yields. Transboundary initiatives can also attract new 
financial investments and the resulting economic ben-
efits can, under particular circumstances, extend to 
poor people.

As the relationship between TWM and poverty-
reduction is tenuous, they are viewed here as integrated 
into part of two different spheres: the broader political-
economic and the social, context. Our hypothesis is 
that power acts on both spheres through either the 
enablement or prevention of a) the political-economic 
context that nourishes ‘effective’ TWM, or b) the  
equitable distribution of benefits that may result  
from it. 

Summary

Recent TWM analysis has highlighted the interests 
and engagement of the basin hegemon as a key limita-
tion in productive and equitable TWM (see WWF-
DFID, 2010: 27). Here we identify two approaches to 
address the power asymmetry that characterises such 
basins: its influence or its challenge. The promotion 
of efforts that rely on influencing power rest on the 
liberal assumption that ‘speaking the truth’ to power 
can alter its more egregious effects. A number of in-
terventions undertaken through this approach may be 
sub-classified into tactics of the generation of positive-
sum outcomes (e.g. benefit-sharing), or the encour-
agement of transformation (e.g. dialogue platforms).  
The approach of challenging power assumes that great-
er symmetry in power will achieve more equitable and 
sustainable outcomes. Tactics employed under this 
strategy include ‘levelling the players’ (e.g. building 
institutional and technical capacity) or ‘levelling the 
playing field’ (e.g. strengthening law and regulation). 

In regions where the basin hegemon has enabled 
‘positive’ interaction between the actors, approaches 
to both influencing and challenging power asymme-
try have been shown to have some degree of success. 
In basins where the hegemon is leading ‘negative’ 
transboundary interactions, neither the influence or 
challenge approach has proven effective.
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Failure to engage the basin hegemon constructively 
will hamper effective cooperation on transbound-
ary waters. Equitability in TWM is key to effective 
cooperation. Existing power asymmetries that prevent 
equitable outcomes or processes can be confronted 
through strategies to either ‘influence’ or ‘challenge’ 
them. Approaches to influence powerful actors include 
matching interests or encouraging transformation. 
Options to challenge power are centred on strategies 
to ‘level the players’ (by building capacity in weak-
er actors) or through ‘levelling of the playing field’  
(e. g. through emphasising international water law). 

The effectiveness of strategies to confront power 
asymmetries varies from basin to basin. Capacity 
building may be the best means to challenge power in 
one region while in another, the development of benefit 
sharing schemes may be more effective. A thorough 
analysis of the geo-political and socio-economic con-
text of the basin is necessary to decide on appropriate 
strategies and ways of support.

Effective TWM may contribute to poverty reduc-
tion, though further research is required. While much 
of the support to TWM is not intended to directly 
alleviate poverty, this report suggests that its effect 
within the broader political context can contribute 
indirectly to it. Substantial research into the indirect 
impact that different types of basin projects and pro-
grammes have on poverty reduction is required, before 
the merits can be claimed. 

Key Messages
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The Relationship between Power, Poverty, and TWM

This report explores the relationship between power, 
transboundary water management (TWM), and pov-
erty. The goal is to begin to address the central ques-
tion: How does ‘power’ impact TWM efforts and 
poverty-reduction? More specifically, how can power 
asymmetry in transboundary water settings enable or 
prevent poverty reduction? 

The objective of this exploratory and forward-
looking report is to outline areas in need of further 
research, and provide guidance for policy-makers in-
volved in transboundary water initiatives . 

One of the stated aims of most development agen-
cies who provide support to TWM in Africa, Asia 
South America and other parts of the world is to re-
duce poverty. While it seems clear that financial or 
technical support to TWM may enhance ‘positive’ in-
teraction, prevent conflict, and in some cases improve 
international or regional economic integration, the 
contribution it can make to poverty reduction is less 
sharp (see e.g. Levene 2010). As development agencies 
evaluate the results of their support to TWM efforts 

worldwide, many are seeking better knowledge on how 
their work in transboundary waters may contribute 
to reducing poverty. 

While the will to demonstrate impact of donor 
funds directly onto poverty reduction is laudable, it is 
worth questioning whether demanding this of TWM 
efforts is warranted. It is entirely possible that TWM 
efforts may end up directly benefitting the economic 
elites (by encouraging cross-border industrial-level 
irrigation schemes, for example), or else small and me-
dium size enterprises and subsistence farmers (through 
environmentally sustainable water use). Evaluations of 
efforts focused solely on reducing poverty run the risk 
of missing the mark if they do not consider impacts on 
the political economy that are not covered in stand-
ard poverty indicators. In any case, greater research 
exploring the TWM – poverty link is necessary to 
provide the base of evidence before assessing TWM 
according to goals they were not explicitly designed for.  
The analysis of this report is based on an understand-
ing that this link is indirect. 
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For instance, TWM efforts undertaken to meet 
traditional TWM objectives may indirectly benefit 
poorer segments of society – as shown in Figure 1. 
Improved cooperation over shared rivers can, for ex-
ample, result in more sustainable river use and may 
lead to higher agricultural yields over the long-term, 
perhaps, thus contributing to the farmer’s livelihood 
and his family’s income. Other TWM goals with 
indirect links to poverty-reduction include: increased 
trade through regional economic integration; financial 
support for water resources exploitation infrastructure; 
more equitable distribution of resources; more sustain-
able water supply and use; more certainty in terms 
of water supply; improved adaptation to variability; 
and (possibly) the valuation and equitable distribu-
tion of a number of hydrological ‘ecosystem services’  

(e.g. river water quality, air quality, soil bank stability, 
etc). The role of power in these indirect TWM-poverty 
links (part ‘b’ of Figure 1) is directly relevant to the 
distribution of water resources and benefits deriving 
from them (see e.g. Cleaver, et al., 2006). 

This report focuses instead on how power (and 
power asymmetry) may affect the broader context 
which enables the indirect TWM-poverty links, as 
shown in part ‘a’ of Figure 1. It is limited to interna-
tional transboundary water settings and employs a 
political economy lens which sees the broader politi-
cal context as determining, with hydro-politics and 
transboundary water cooperation subordinate to it. 
The analysis also considers the biophysical processes 
related to water as inseparable from related social 
processes.1

Figure 1. The indirect links between effective TWM and poverty reduction, and how power may enable or 
prevent either. The focus of this report is on ‘a’ how power can influence effective TWM. 

1	 The approach also sees analysis of direct causal links between natural resources and social or international relations  
	 (the ‘environmental determinism’ approach) as being unhelpfully narrow.

EFFECTIVE 
TWM

a) The broader political 
economic context

POWER acts to enable or 
prevent Effective TWM

Direct links between Effective 
TWM and intended outcomes

Indirect links between Effective 
TWM and poverty reduction

b) The livlihoods or 
Human Rights context

POWER acts to enable or 
prevent access to and the 
distribution of benefits

POVERTY 
REDUCTION

equitable 
distribution

confidence-building

improved agricultural yields

infrastructure development 
(for irrigation or electricity)

increased international trade

greater environmental 
sustainability 

etc.
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2	 The authors also note that cooperation over transboundary rivers can help break down barriers to ‘development’, such as tight political 
	 borders, language or technical capacity, etc. 

The report is founded on two base assumptions re-
lated to equitability. The first is that poverty – like water 
conflicts – is in part a result of inequitable distribution 
of resources2 (see e. g. Granit and Claasen, 2009). The 
second assumption is that any policy or project that 
leads to both equitable resource distribution and sus-
tainable resource use be considered ‘effective’, and is a 
step in the right direction towards poverty reduction. It 
follows that forms of TWM that are skewed in favour 
of one actor are considered less likely to lead to poverty 
reduction – and (whether this was the original intended 
goal or not) considered as ‘ineffective’. 

‘Power’ here is understood as a factor enabling effec-
tive TWM or the distribution of benefits. But it is not 
as a determining factor. Power and power asymmetry 
are thus seen as neither inherently ‘good’, nor ‘bad’. 
The use of power happens, and power asymmetry 
is a fact of life. As an enabling factor, however, it is 
crucial to note that power can either encourage or 
discourage effective TWM, and thus result in either 
‘positive’ or ‘negative’ transboundary arrangements 
(and thus indirectly to poverty reduction or creation). 
The comprehensive 2010 WWF-DFID review of the 
‘international architecture’ related to transboundary 
water resources management, for instance, notes the 

role of the most powerful actors in some negative 
transboundary water arrangements:

Many transboundary water resources are dominated 
by regional economically, militarily and/or politically 
powerful countries (hegemons) that have a significant 
existing use of the water resources or intend to uni-
laterally develop the resources in their country at the 
expense of other less developed riparian countries, be 
they upstream or downstream. In many cases, these 
powerful countries do not actively engage in trans-
boundary initiatives, postpone meaningful engage-
ment, pressure other parties through trade or military 
threats and/or subvert the terms of agreements, which 
jeopardises the entire process, often in basins that are 
in real need of cooperation (WWF-DFID, 2010: 28).

The enabling (or preventing) role that basin he-
gemons can play towards effective TWM has attracted 
analytical attention (e.g. Zeitoun and Warner, 2006,  
Fox and Sneddon, 2007, Cascão, 2009). This focus 
is not reflected in the policies and projects of devel-
opment partners and basin organisations, however  
– at least not explicitly and upon immediate reflection. 
A closer look at the efforts suggests that interven-
tions that confront power are the routine, however,  
not the exception.
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3	 A commonly held perception with transboundary waters is that the upstream riparian has the natural advantage in power. Certainly the 
	 governments of upstream Turkey and China are exploiting that advantage while building dams on the Tigris and Mekong rivers. But the 
	 same riparian position enjoyed by Ethiopia on the Nile or by Nepal on the Ganges poses no similar advantage – suggesting that ‘power’ 
	 in transboundary water settings can transcend topography, and is certainly more subtle than it first appears.

Determining vs. enabling factors
Determining factors are aspects of a process that have 
direct causal links with outcomes. Determining fac-
tors related to our investigation of TWM and poverty 
include (at the national level) financial capacity, techni-
cal capacity, social structures, etc. A particular TWM 
effort may fail, for example, due to cyclical funding 
patterns and lack of sustained commitment on the part 
of the donor, or from inequitable distribution of the 
benefits due to predatory social structures favouring 
the political elite. 

Enabling factors are factors in a process that make 
outcomes possible. In the sense that they concern 
effective TWM, enabling factors can be considered 
to tilt the playing field between the stakeholders 
on each side of the border – either level or unlevel.  
Examples of enabling factors include individual or 
institutional agency and creativity, financial support 
(again), power, and power asymmetry. As we will see, 
a more powerful actor may enable an arrangement 
that is equitable and sustainable, or it may enable 
one that is inequitable and in conflict (Zeitoun and 
Mirumachi, 2008). 

Confronting Power Asymmetry: 
Concepts and Approaches 

Multiple shades of power3

Power may usefully be conceived of in two forms – 
‘hard’, and ‘soft’ (Zeitoun, et al., 2010). ‘Hard’ power 
is the power of force, measured at the national level 
in terms of military capacity, and economic strength. 
The use of hard power has been used by both Israel 
and Syria over the Jordan River in the 1950s and 1960s 
(Jägerskog, 2003), but is not common in international 
transboundary water settings. 

‘Soft’ power is the much more common form of 
power employed in transboundary water settings. If 
hard power can be seen as the stick, then soft power 
is the carrot. Soft power may take on several forms, 
ranging from incentives (used e.g. to encourage co-
operation), to control over thoughts and ideas (what 
Gramsci (2003 [1935]) terms ‘hegemony’). A very com-
mon form of soft power active in transboundary water 
settings is ‘bargaining’ power. The bargaining power 
an actor has stems from its legitimacy in a relation-
ship, and may be leveraged to ensure compliance 
without resort to hard power. This is analogous to 
what Scott (1985) calls the ‘weapons of the weak’, 
and is exemplified through the resolution of tensions 
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Figure 2. Gaventa’s ‘power cube’, demonstrating the forms, levels and spaces of power.

4	 Though real concerns with the Treaty’s limited jurisdiction must be noted to qualify the evaluation (see e.g. Bakker, 2007).  
	 There is evidence of US unilateralism e.g. on the ‘North Dakota’ Devil’s Lake, for instance, where the Treaty was not invoked.

Global

Invited

National

Claimed/created

Local
Invisible/Internalised

Closed

Hidden
Visible

PLACES

POWER

SPACES

over the River Scheld in Holland’s (rather than in 
Germany’s) favour (Warner and van Buuren, 2009). 
The leverage provided to so-called weaker states (or 
groups, or individuals) through bargaining has its 
limits, of course, as Cascao (2009) has demonstrated 
on the case of the Nile. 

Gaventa’s (2010) ‘power cube’ allows us to further 
conceptualise how power is employed. As shown in 
Figure 2, he recognises that the ‘space’ within which 
bargaining occurs can be a strong determining factor 
of the outcome. These spaces can be ‘closed’ (official, 
behind the scenes), ‘invited’ (formal participatory  
arrangements) or ‘claimed’ (demanded by an actor, 
when the ‘space’ did not previously exist) (Gaventa, 
2010). The outcomes of negotiations between Palestin-
ian and Israeli officials (‘closed’ space) may have great 
impact upon but little influence from the Palestin-
ian farmers who suffer the inequitable distribution  
(AI, 2009), for example. Similarly, the bargaining 
power of stakeholders of large irrigation schemes in-
vited to an exercise of token public participation may 
be compromised by pre-determined decisions to pro-
ceed with the project (Lankford, 2004, Warner and 
van Buuren, 2009). 

Two types of transboundary water interactions
As previously noted, the exercise of any form of power 
can be used to either subjectively-defined negative or 
positive arrangements. As an enabling factor, ‘soft’ 
power can be used to underplay a transboundary water 
conflict in order to divert attention to or away from it. 
This can be through the negotiations process, which 
ends in treaties that are skewed in one side’s favour 
– even when the treaty is consented to by the weaker 
side. Selby (2003) refers to the Israeli ‘domination 
dressed up as cooperation’ along the Jordan River, 
and suggests that ‘cooperation’ alone is an inadequate 
term to describe the range of interaction that exists 
between states over trans-boundary waters. 

‘Effective TWM’ is understood here in the positive 
sense of “inter-state interaction that generally tends 
to meet the interests of the actors, and contributes 
to improvement or sustained relations at the broader 
political level” (Zeitoun and Mirumachi, 2008: 310). 
With this logic, effective TWM will either follow from 
or generate effective transboundary water coopera-
tion – as in the relationship stemming from the 1909 
Boundary Waters Treaty between Canada and the 
United States, for lack of a better example.4
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TB = transboundary; IWL = International Water Law (the 1997 UN Watercourses Convention, and the Draft Articles on 
Groundwater); WUA = Water Users Associations.

The flip-side form of effective or ‘positive’ trans-
boundary water interaction is ‘negative’ interaction, 
which is defined as “inter-state interaction inducing a 
significant degree of resentment with one or more of 
the actors, thereby negatively affecting the broader po-
litical context” (Zeitoun and Mirumachi, 2008: 309). 
Of course, all forms of water conflict fall under this 
category, as do the inequitable arrangements that may 
otherwise be portrayed as ‘cooperative’ (see Zeitoun, 
et al., 2010). Upstream dam-building by hegemons on 
the Tigris or Mekong rivers (MRC, 2010), and other 
unilateral actions on transboundary rivers have been 
identified as examples of negative interaction. 

Choosing the right approach
Two approaches have been identified to confront 
power asymmetry in transboundary water settings: 
either through its influence or through its challenge 
(Zeitoun and Jägerskog, 2009). Efforts by donors and 
basin organisations for effective TWM can be clas-
sified into either approach, as shown in Table 1 and 
discussed following.

First, the approach of influencing power asym-
metry rests on the logic of the liberal ‘reform’ view of 
change and how to confront power asymmetry: that 
recognition of inequitable (or unfair) situations will 
lead to its rectification.5 ‘Speaking the truth to power’, 

in other words, is thought to be able to alter its more 
egregious effects. It is illustrative to view this approach 
as achieved through tactics in two sub-categories: 
the matching of interests (through the creation of 
‘positive-sum’ solutions), and the encouragement of 
transformation. The logic of ‘matching interests’ solu-
tions rests on the assumption that efforts meeting the 
interests of powerful stakeholders will be supported by 
them. Identification of projects beneficial both to the 
weaker side and to the stronger side are sought, and 
developed. Examples include the sharing of benefits 
related to water (such as food, or hydropower) (Sadoff 
and Grey, 2005, Phillips, et al., 2006, Dombrowsky, 
2010), or cooperative projects based on sharing risks 
(WWF-DFID, 2010: 38). 

The tactic of ‘encouraging transformation’ to influ-
ence power is based on the idea that the more powerful 
side may be persuaded to allow changes to existing 
arrangements primarily through appeals to their lead-
ership. The interests of the weaker side may be met in 
part, it is supposed, by policies that are ‘championed’ 
by a particularly powerful person or group. Similarly,  
economic and pricing signals, or ‘naming and sham-
ing’, can be used to elicit transformation. The focus 
of such interventions remains on the hegemon, which 
must be persuaded by them or otherwise see them as 
sufficiently persuasive (or coercive). ‘Dialogue plat-

5	 This approach is analagous to Cascao’s (2009) identification of resistance to hegemony through existing structures – what she terms a 
	 ‘coerceive mechanism’ in her study of counter hydro-hegemony (see also Kistin 2010: Table 2.4).

Table 1. Theoretical examples of typical TWM efforts and interventions that either a) influence or b) challenge power. 
Each approach may be further sub-classified into two tactics, as shown. The classification of existing efforts may 
permit strategic planning aimed at the creation of an environment enabling equitable sharing/poverty reduction.

Approach Influencing Power Challenging Power

Tactic Matching interests Encouraging 
Transformation

Levelling the Players Levelling the Playing 
Field

Examples of 
interventions

Generation of 
positive-sum 
outcomes: TB 
pollution clean-up; 
‘joint risk’ efforts; 
equitable water 
sharing; benefit-
sharing; 

Economic 
signals; ‘naming 
and shaming’; 
Environmental 
diplomacy; dialogue 
platforms (Ward, et 
al., 2007); 

Building capacity 
(technical, 
negotiations, 
administration); 
establishment of 
WUAs;

Objective water 
sharing standards 
(IWL); Harmonisation 
of national 
environmental 
regulation; 
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forms’ which bring stakeholders together (e.g. Ward, 
et al., 2007) are one possible route facilitating the 
transformation once the interests are established. 

The second approach to confronting power in 
transboundary water settings sees power asymmetry 
as a disabling factor to be addressed. If the ‘influenc-
ing power’ approach may be considered ‘reformist’, 
the ‘challenging power’ approach can be considered 
‘liberating’ – borrowing from Cascao6 (2009). Scott’s 
‘weapons of the weak’, and Gaventa’s ‘power cube’ ap-
plied for social transformation follow this approach. 
Zeitoun and Jägerskog (2009) suggested that this 
approach is sought also through two tactics: levelling 
the playing field or to levelling the players (Table 1).  
The sub-approach of ‘levelling the players’ relies on 
increasing the legitimacy or authority of the less 
powerful side. Institutional capacity-building and 
other classic donor interventions (e.g. the creation 
of water users associations (WUAs)) in TWM are 
examples – though they may generally not be con-
sidered as addressing power asymmetries. In that 
respect bilateral support programmes of donors to 
water authorities (not necessarily with direct link-
age to TWM support) and similar actors are further 
important components. 

The tactic of ‘levelling the playing field’ recognises 
that effective TWM can be prevented (or disabled) 
by the fact that the terms of interaction between the 
stronger and weaker parties are not balanced. Effective 
TWM may thus be the result of an even playing field, 
which may come about through e.g. strengthening of 
the legislative and regulatory context, such that all par-
ties are subject to the same regulation.7 Efforts devoted 
to strengthening the application of the principles of 
international water or environmental law are further 
examples of tactics undertaken in the ‘challenging 
power’ approach,8 as are attempts to harmonise or 
standardise national environmental regulation. 

6	 Cascao (2009) uses the term ‘liberating mechanisms’ to describe counter hydro-hegemonic devices that challenge legitimacy through 
	 the advancement of alternatives (see also Kistin 2010: Table 2.4).
7	 “Asymmetries in the capacity of riparians pose a significant impediment to effective cooperation, from stronger hegemons and from 
	 weaker riparians. Particular area of focus [sic] should be: Processes to facilitate cooperation between riparians in stressed or threatened 
	 basins should therefore involve targeted national institutional capacity building initiatives to “level the playing field” and ensure national  
	 alignment with the pre-requisites for effective transboundary cooperation (such as policy, legislation and institutional arrangements)  
	 (WWF-DFID, 2010: 53). 
8	 It would be naïve to think, of course, that law itself is beyond the reach of powerful actors. As Rolling notes, “In all positive law is hidden 
	 the element of power and the element of interest. Law is not the same as power, nor is it the same as interest, but it gives expression  
	 to the former power-relation. Law has the inclination to serve primarily the interests of the powerful” (B.V.A. Rolling 1960,  
	 cited in Malanczuk, 1997: 33).
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As we have seen, power can enable effective TWM 
and in turn contribute to poverty-reduction, but is 
not necessarily a determining factor. The more pow-
erful actor(s) in an international river basin, in other 
words, may either facilitate or block efforts at effective 
TWM – refer to Table 2. For the sake of our explora-
tion of the role between power, effective TWM and 
poverty-reduction, the role that basin hegemons play 
may be labelled ‘enabling’ or ‘preventative’. While the 
weaker actors in Table 2 may be considered spoilers 
(or ‘free riders’) of TWM processes (see e.g. Schlager, 
2007: 132), they generally lack the luxury of ignoring 
initiatives or moves from their stronger neighbours. 
Our real interest is with the behaviour of the basin 
hegemon – and whether they act as a ‘basin bully’ or 
‘basin leader’. 

A basin leader that encourages positive transbound-
ary water interaction (effective cooperation that, by 
our definition above, leads to improvement of rela-
tions at the broader level) can thus be considered 
to be an enabling force for effective TWM. It has 
been argued that hegemonic South Africa plays a 

9	 While the 1980s Apartheid regime dominated relationships with neighbouring countries, the authors argue, support of post-Apartheid 
	 governments for water treaties and regional water management institutions (i.e. in Southern Africa Development Community) is  
	 evidence of the new integrative manner in which the power is exercised (see also Kistin et. al. (2009)).

Table 2. Examples of basin hegemons.

Enabling Effective TWM 

leadership (and thus enabling)has enabled effective 
TWM regime between Lesotho, Botswana and Na-
mibia on the Orange-Senqu River (Turton and Funke, 
2008), similar in some ways to the Canada-US case.9  
While there is evidence of unilateral and self-interested 
action by the basin hegemons in both cases, they are 
used here as counter-point to the more evidently ‘nega-
tive’ interaction existing in other basins. 

By contrast, in developing the waters of the Ganges 
River, sequential governments of basin hegemon India 
could be seen to have countered efforts for more effec-
tive TWM by their weaker riparian neighbours. India’s 
signing of double bi-lateral Ganges River treaties with 
Nepal and Bangladesh is one example (Barrett, 1994, 
Ahmad and Ahmed, 2004). Gyawali (2001) notes that 
Nepalese proposals of water development schemes 
through a mix of diplomatic negotiations and the 
compilation of scientific data of their preferred projects 
have not been taken up by India (see also Dhungel 
(2009)) and it may be considered to keeping the bar-
gaining space ‘closed’. Infrastructure development by 
China upstream on the Mekong has occurred outside 
of spaces that were attempted to be claimed by states 
with less hard power thus effectively limiting options 
for the countries downstream (see Cronin and Hamlin 
2010). Similarly, subsequent Israeli governments have 
maintained the asymmetrical water allocation over 
their Palestinian co-riparians (Selby, 2003), through 
the ‘invited’ space of two rounds of direct negotiations 
(in 2000 and 2008) following the original round in 
1995 (see e.g. Lautze, et al., 2005), as well as through 
prevention of attendance of their representatives at 
conferences (PWA 2008a, 2008b). 

Basin Hegemon Other basin actors

(numerous) US Canada

Orange South 
Africa

Lesotho, Namibia

Tigris Turkey Syria, Iraq

Jordan Israel Palestinians, Jordan

Mekong China Viet Nam, Thailand, 
Laos, Cambodia, Burma

Ganges India Nepal, Bangladesh
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10	 The approach is similar to the ‘Targetted Engagement Strategy’ developed for wetlands conservation in Nigeria, in Barr (2007

As discussed, most TWM efforts supported by de-
velopment partners tend to fall into any of the three 
sub-approaches listed below (and adapted from Sida’s 
current review on transboundary water management 
and poverty reduction, Levene, 2010):
•	 Strengthened organisational and institutional 

capacity and frameworks, including basin man-
agement agreements.

•	 Strengthened processes of regional TWM 
cooperation through formal organisations, civil 
society and networking.

•	 Contribution to regional stability, peace, 
coopera-tion and financial growth.

Each of these has been plotted in Table 3 in order 
to demonstrate how proven or existing TWM efforts 
may be developed into strategies to support weaker ac-
tors. The approach permits strategic planning towards 
creating a more enabling environment for equitable 
sharing/poverty reduction. 

Making Support Strategic

Table 3 represents preliminary work to systematise 
learning on how TWM efforts can address power 
asymmetry. All of the activities listed are routine; it 
is only their classification that is novel. The innova-
tion of the frame suggested is that it permits both  
a) identification of which actors specific interven-
tions should be focused on; and b) the formation of 
strategic combinations with perhaps more effect than 
uncoordinated interventions.10 

It also assists development partners to evaluate 
how power asymmetries impacts their work in trans-
boundary basins and possibly provides direction on 
the development of a strategy to confront them. 

Efforts to create an enabling environment for such 
a strategy should prioritise focus on the hegemonic 
actor in the basin. Likewise, capacity-building ef-
forts should be concentrated on the non-hegemonic 
actors. If applied to the South Asia Water Initiative, 
for instance, environmental diplomacy (e.g. Kjel-
len, 2007) efforts should be concentrated on India,  
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Table 3. Framework for the development of TWM strategies to redress imbalances. The table shows actual TWM 
efforts that either influence power or challenge power. It is suggested that the use of the table permits strategic 
planning towards creating a more enabling environment for equitable sharing and poverty reduction. 

Influencing Power Challenging Power

Positive-Sum 
Outcomes

Encouraging 
Transformation

Levelling the 
Players

Levelling the 
Playing Field

Types of TWM 
efforts available 
(from Table 1)

Generation of 
positive-sum 
outcomes: TB 
pollution clean-up; 
‘joint risk’ efforts; 
equitable water 
sharing; benefit-
sharing; 

Economic 
signals; ‘naming 
and shaming’; 
Environmental 
diplomacy; dialogue 
platforms (Ward, et 
al., 2007);

Building capacity 
(technical, 
negotiations, 
administration); 
establishment of 
WUAs;

Objective 
water sharing 
standards (IWL); 
Harmonisation 
of national 
environmental 
regulation; 

Exemplification

Development 
partner 
interventions

Contribution to 
regional stability, 
peace, cooperation 
and financial growth

Long-term 
commitment to 
creation of ‘enabling 
environment’

Strengthening of 
organisational and 
institutional capacity 
and frameworks;

Strengthening of 
TWM cooperation 
through formal 
organisations, 
civil society and 
networking, or of 
basin management 
agreements

Towards a strategy

Efforts to focus on: Hegemon and non-
hegemons

Hegemon Non-hegemon Hegemon and Non-
hegemon

Timing of the focus: Implementation Setting an enabling 
environment

Setting an enabling 
environment

Setting an enabling 
environment

Participatory 
approach

Top-down Top-down Bottom-up Bottom-up

TB = transboundary; IWL = International Water Law (the 1997 UN Watercourses Convention, and the Draft Articles on 
Groundwater); WUA = Water Users Associations; tbd = to be discussed.

and support should be provided for Nepali and Bang-
ladeshi actors to improve their capacity in negotiations 
(which appears indeed to be the case, at least from its 
outset in 2009). This approach differs from most basin 
initiatives in that it raises uncomfortable facts with 
the basin hegemon (by pointing out its control over or 
distribution of the flows). Most initiatives take what is 
termed a pragmatic approach and end up suggesting 
only ‘solutions’ that the basin hegemon will sanction. 
It is also worth noting that support to capacity build-
ing programmes may, apart from strengthening the 
weaker parties, also contribute to a building of trust 
among riparians in a basin. 

Planning, development and implementation of a 
strategic coordination of interventions are key to enable 

effective TWM. This is part of an iterative process that 
should identify efforts to both influence and challenge 
existing power asymmetries. The focus and timing 
of the interventions are crucial here, as early actions 
may need to work to create an enabling environment 
and later ones can work to help with implementation. 

Testing the approach of confronting power against 
previous efforts will helps refine its effectiveness.  
Along the Jordan River in the 1990s, the power and in-
fluence of USAID was applied in part to ‘levelling the 
players’ through e.g. capacity-building programmes 
for the Palestinian Water Authority (PWA, 2003).  
Less effort has been spent on ‘encouraging trans-
formation’ of the basin hegemon Israel through the 
US-chaired (and generally ‘closed’) tri-lateral meet-
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This report has explored how power mediates the 
relationship between transboundary water manage-
ment and poverty alleviation. Exploratory in nature, 
the report investigates primarily the enabling role that 
power can play in implementing effective TWM. A 
fundamental challenge to those interested in TWM 
from this perspective is that most TWM efforts have 
as their objective sound and effective water resources 
management, and not poverty-reduction. Effective 
TWM is thus taken as a proxy for how TWM can 
contribute indirectly to poverty reduction, with equi-
table distribution of water between states understood 
as a base component

Methods by which power asymmetry may be con-
fronted have been explored in basins where the basin 
hegemon is preventing effective TWM. Power asym-
metry can be confronted, it has been shown, through 
either its influence or its challenge. The approach of 
influencing power may be achieved through ‘matching 
interests’ or through attempts to encourage transfor-
mation. The approach of challenging power may be 
achieved through efforts to ‘level the players’ or to 
‘level the playing field’. Success of any efforts will 
depend on a deep understanding of the particular 
political economy of the particular context concerned. 

ings, while no attempts have been made to ‘level the 
playing field’ (for instance through support for In-
ternational Water Law, or attempts at conflict reso-
lution that might invoke customary state practice).  
Palestinian farmers continue to eke out a living in an 
highly variable climate due to the continued asym-
metric distribution of the transboundary flows, and 
may claim space of their own to challenge the status 
quo. While it is certainly too much to attribute the 
failure of effective TWM on the Jordan River to a 
single cause, the case does exemplify the limitations 
of an uncoordinated approach.

Increasingly, TWM support is being channelled 
through Regional Economic Communities (RECs) 

as noted by Earle et al (2010). This is perhaps due to 
the issue of regional integration becoming ever-more 
important. In the case of the Lake Victoria Basin 
Commission (LVBC), which is a subsidiary institu-
tion of the East African Community (EAC), this has 
led to improved coordination and alignment among 
the five countries in the Lake Basin (Okurut and 
Weggoro, 2011). An emerging understanding of the 
need to enhance capacity in the weaker states is ap-
parent throughout the basin (Matano, 2010). While 
an increasing involvement of RECs (or its subsidiary 
institutions) in the management of transboundary 
waters is important, it is yet to be proven that this 
will enable effective cooperation. 

Conclusions 

Current efforts by development partners to im-
plement TWM were briefly reviewed and found to 
generally fall into either or both of the two approaches 
to confronting power. The skeleton of a strategy to 
support weaker parties suggests that a coordinated pro-
gramme would be much more effective than current 
un-coordinated approaches. In this respect, continued 
and improved donor coordination is imperative. 

It is furthermore clear that strategies to address 
power asymmetries vary from context to context.  
While some overarching principles and lessons are 
learnt, the matter of using them must be related to 
the specific riparian context. In addition, and as noted 
by Jägerskog et. al. (2009), there is no option for de-
velopment partners engaged in TWM other than to 
commit over the long-term.

The review and analysis in the paper confirms 
that the links between support to TWM and pov-
erty reduction are indirect but potentially important.  
Building on one of the assumptions of the paper – that 
any policy that leads to equitable resource distribution 
and sustainable resources use is a positive step towards 
poverty reduction – improved strategies for addressing 
power asymmetries in transboundary water settings 
must be developed. 
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Addressing Power Asymmetry: How Transboundary 
Water Management May Serve to Reduce Poverty 
Improved transboundary water management (TWM) 
can bring benefits for poor people living within shared 
basins. This report explores how power asymmetry 
mediates the relationship between TWM and poverty 
reduction. It offers an essential message for those 
designing and leading TWM policy and projects: Fail-
ure to engage the basin hegemon constructively will 

hamper effective TWM cooperation, but the most ef-
fective strategy to confront power asymmetries will 
vary from basin to basin. Different options to provide 
strategic support and enable effective TWM are pro-
vided to help guide decision-makers towards the best 
alternatives to fit their local context. 
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