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Introduction 

 

Water belongs to the most important resources and for human life it is a need and a must. 

However, even in the 21st century, there are still countries and their citizens which lack water 

resources for production, consumption, clean drinking water for everyday use. International 

organizations, such as the UN, try hard to secure this right to all the people in the world and to 

make water accepted as a public good for the benefit of all. Although they are still not fully 

successful, the whole international community must continue in these actions. Moreover, the 

problem is that in some parts of the world, water can become a cause of conflicts and 

disputes. It can happen for a number of reasons, which will be described later in the paper. In 

my paper, I decided to take a closer look at the region of Central Asia, because I believe, that 

this region has a huge potential for future development and water is a crucial element in all 

the relations in the region for a long time. I have decided to make a hypothesis saying that 

water is a conflict factor in the region of Central Asia and can lead to conflicts in the future.  

In the first chapter, I will define the region from geographical and socio-economic point of 

view. In order to be able to analyse the region objectively, we need to know these 

information. Geographical position of the countries in the region determines the climate 

conditions which consequently affect countries´ relation to water and the whole water 

situation in the region. Historical and socio-economic background is important for us in order 

to understand the situation and trace back the origins of the water problem. Furthermore, as all 

the countries in this region were part of the USSR, it is also an important part of their history 

and it still has its legacy there. Thus, I will look at the water management during the Soviet 

times, as well as after the dissolution.  

The second chapter provides a theoretical background for this topic, as I try to define 

some of the important approaches and opinions on the issue of potential water conflicts and 

water scarcity. The number of researchers and scholars who are dealing with this topic is still 

increasing as it becomes a more pressing issue. Nevertheless, I tried to provide readers with 

number of authors, which I find crucial for this analysis and I find their arguments most 

suitable for the topic. Although, I believe that there are also other works of other authors, 

which are also relevant, it is not possible to cover all of them. One of the best known authors 

dealing with water related issues and conflicts is Mr. Peter Gleick and after reviewing his 

work, I have decided that his approach will provide a cornerstone for the analysis of conflict 

factors.  
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Thus, in the third chapter I test his arguments in conditions of the studied region. In the 

analysis, I also refer to the arguments and ideas by other authors described in the second 

chapter. Throughout the paper, I seek for the data and facts supporting our hypothesis while 

concentrating on the most relevant details. The aim of the analysis is to find out whether water 

represents a real risk factor to the region and whether its conflict potential could increase in 

the future and what could be the reasons behind it.  

Throughout this work, I use analytical tools when reviewing literature on geographic, 

socio-economic and historical conditions of the region, papers and articles dealing with 

theoretical background on the topic and consequently I use synthesis and deduction to be able 

to get conclusion. Moreover, in the paper I support the information used with figures, tables 

and charts while dealing with the limited length of the paper. I use sources ranging from 

analytical and research articles, political science journals´ analysis as well as online 

magazines and portals dealing with this issue. Reports from international organizations like 

International Crisis Group, UN and its agencies, Pacific Institute form a large part of the base 

of information and data used. 
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1. Background Information on the Region of Central Asia 

 

In order to understand the region we are going to analyse and to prove the hypothesis 

defined in the introduction, and thus to fulfil the goals of our research, we first need to 

have some information about the geography, natural conditions of the given region, it´s 

socio-economic realities and water management developments. We will provide this in the 

first chapter, which will help us later to analyse the issue of water-related conflicts. 

 

1.1 Definition of Central Asia and Its Climate Conditions 

 

We consider it important to make clear what region we are going to keep in mind 

throughout this paper, so no problems arise later. While in Anglo-Saxon literature there is 

also notion of Middle Asia, it represents a continental part of Asia including hills and 

plains lying between Caspian Sea and Lake Balkhash. (Encyclopaedia Britannica) We 

agree with a definition of Central Asia as being a region of Asia bordering with Caspian 

Sea in the west and western China in the east. Its northern neighbours are Russia and 

southern Iran, Afghanistan and China. Thus, we agree that it includes a set of five post-

Soviet countries Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Kazakhstan, Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan. 

(Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2014)1 This view on the region is shared by important 

international sources. As an example we can mention the Council of the EU, which 

defines the region in its strategic document of partnership with Central Asia as composing 

of aforementioned five post-Soviet countries. (Council of the EU, 2009) Moreover, the 

UN supports this by establishing The United Nations Regional Centre for Preventive 

Diplomacy for Central Asia in 2007, which was set up at the request of the five countries 

we stated earlier. (UN, Department of Political Affairs) 

 Climate conditions and geographical realities of the region are important to mention 

too, as they determine the water system and thus, the whole issue of water-related 

problems. The area of five post-Soviet states is pretty diverse. The Aral Sea basin covers 

mostly whole of the Central Asia territory and the area is also prone to desertification. 

Different types of relief found in these five states created conditions which influence the 

relations between land, water and populated area. We can differentiate two groups of 

                                                 
1 We note, that some authors and analysis (e.g. Weinthal from UNDP, ICG Report 2002, contributors in 

Rahaman, Varis eds.) dealing with the issue of Central Asia include Afghanistan in their work, as it may 

influence the region and thus the conflict situation as well. Although, for the purpose of our analysis we will 

omit this factor as counting with it would require much deeper and therefore longer analysis. 
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countries; mountainous and lowland countries. Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan have over 90% 

of its territory occupied by mountains. On the other hand, more than 50% of the territory 

of Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan is covered by deserts, while only less than 

10% of the territory is covered by mountains. (CA Water Info, ´Physical-geographic 

characteristics of the region´) 

When it comes to climate conditions, it is the special landlocked position of Central 

Asia that determines its continental climate with low and irregular precipitation. Climate 

characteristics of the region include large seasonal and even daily temperature differences, 

high solar radiation and relatively low humidity. There are also large differences in the 

altitude and terrain in the region, meaning lowlands and mountains as high as 7.500m 

above the sea level. Mountains, namely Pamir and Hindukush are located in the east and 

southeast, and by its disposition they create a centre of formation of water as they capture 

the winds bringing the precipitation. Therefore, they are also a centre of origin of water 

flow. However, this means that the other parts of Aral Sea basin are left with little 

precipitation. Here we can notice one of the problems of the region, an unequal 

distribution of the water caused by geographical characteristics. The average summer and 

winter temperatures varies greatly in the valleys and desert areas and in mountains, as well 

as the precipitation levels with 80-200mm in lowlands and valleys, with it being 

concentrated rather in winter and spring, and 600-800mm in mountain ranges. Another 

problem is that spring weather is very unstable regarding its temperatures, precipitation 

and late frosts, which can be very dangerous for agriculture. (CA Water Info, ´Physical-

geographic characteristics of the region´) This specific climatic conditions of the region 

conditioned high dependency on the Syr Dary and Amu Darya rivers for irrigation. These 

rivers, rising high in the mountains in the southeast provide most of the region´s water 

resources as they then drain into the Aral Sea. (Encyclopaedia Britannica, 2014) 

 Aral Sea, which was once the world´s largest inland sea is now associated with 

environmental catastrophe. Originally its size was 68 000 km2 however, since 1960s it has 

been shrinking as the two rivers that fed it, being Syr Darya and Amu Darya, were 

diverted by Soviet irrigation plans. (CA Water Info, ´Aral Sea´) Although, till 1960s 

around 56 cubic kilometres of water annually flowed into the sea, by the 1970s water from 

Syr Darya no longer reached the sea, and by 1980s the same happened for Amu Darya. 

This turn for irrigated agriculture caused huge desiccation of the Aral Sea, high levels of 

pollution and salinity levels which tripled or as some other sources state it, increased even 

five times. (Weinthal, 2006) Due to continuous shrinking, the sea split into two separate 
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bodies of water, being the North Aral Sea (small) and South Aral Sea (large) and in 2003 

the South Aral Sea further divided into western and eastern basins. (CA Water Info, ´Aral 

Sea´)2  

 

1.2 Socio-Economic Developments and Water Management since 1917 

 

The region of Central Asia has been an important transport route and migration 

corridor from east to west and north to south since long time ago. After the Bolsheviks´ 

revolution in 1917, all of the last formally independent states in this region ceased to exist 

and gradually Bolsheviks succeeded in taking over the whole region. During 1924-1936, 

the region was divided according to the principle of nationality and five Soviet states were 

created which borders remained the same till today. It is undeniable that the Soviet rule 

helped them to achieve economic prosperity, develop their industry, education and raised 

the level of living standards, although these five countries were the poorest and least 

developed out of the Soviet republics. The traditional rule was not broken in any of them 

and corruption was high in these authoritarian-led countries. Due to perestroika in the 80s 

some nationalistic tendencies were silenced but it´s important to say that none of the rules 

of these countries wanted Soviet Union to end, as for them it also meant the cut of 

subsidies from Moscow. (Horák, 2010)  

When we look at the water management before the dissolution of the Soviet Union, we 

can say that it was highly centralized of course, with Moscow being the authority 

determining allocation and water use of Syr Darya and Amu Darya rivers. During the 

1950s-1980s great system of reservoirs, canals and pumping stations was created and 

managed by Soviet authorities in order to cultivate cotton, as a main product of these five 

Central Asian countries to support USSR´s textile industry. This particular region was 

overall producing 90% of Soviet Union´s cotton. Only in Uzbekistan around 170 000 

kilometres of canals were built in order to irrigate 4.2 million hectares of land. However, 

the most crucial one was the project of Kara Kum Canal, which diverts water from Amu 

Darya and transports it across 1 400 kilometres of desert in Turkmenistan. This colossal 

water infrastructure system, built by Moscow´s initiative, physically linked population 

along the course of the rivers. Upstream reservoirs and dams in Kyrgyzstan were linked to 

                                                 
2 According to the NASA information, in 2010 the lake´s area was 25% of the original size and there are only 

10% left of its original volume of water. (NASA, 2012)  
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downstream irrigation systems in both Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan at the agricultural, 

farm level. Also the upstream hydroelectric complexes in the basin of Amu Darya were 

connected to irrigated lands in Tajikistan and Turkmenistan, making its way to the 

agricultural downstream population of Uzbekistan. The system was designed in a way to 

promote regional economic specialization of cotton production in downstream states but 

not to provide hydroelectricity for upstream consumption. (Weinthal, 2006) Crucial event 

of this water management period was a set-up of Toktogul reservoir in Kyrgyzstan in 

1974. This dam is still by far the largest water storage capacity in the Aral Sea basin, 

accounting for more than half of the total usable reservoir capacity in the area. The 

riparian republics shared the electricity produced by Toktogul, while neighbouring 

countries supplied coal, oil and gas in winter to cover the increased energy demand for 

heating. (Bernauer, Siegfried, 2012)  

In 1987, USSR´s Ministry of Land Reclamation and Water Management approved an 

allocation plan for surface waters of the mainstream flow of Amu Darya. According to 

this plan, the allocation was as follows:  

 

Table 1: Amu Darya waters allocation quotas 

State Amu Darya allocation plan 

Kazakhstan 0% 

Kyrgyzstan 0.6% 

Tajikistan 15.4% 

Turkmenistan 35.8% 

Uzbekistan 48.2% 
       Source: CA Water Info, ´Water Resources Use´ 

 

In the Syr Darya basin, Naryn cascade of reservoirs was built in order to meet water needs 

of the countries in the basin, though the priority was given to irrigated farming. (CA 

Water Info, ´Water Resources Use´) To control the flow of the two strategic rivers in the 

area, two water management agencies were formed in 1988, which had a final say over 

decisions of economic life in USSR and also set water quotas. These organizations were 

overlooking the conduction of energy barter deals in consultation with ministries and were 

also making decisions in field of agriculture, energy, land reclamation and water 

resources. (ICG, 2014)  Peachey in his work claims that these Soviet plans for expanding 

agriculture in Central Asian states destroyed traditional ways of life and people often had 

to move because of expanding state farms and need to grow crops. Mechanization which 
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was introduced by USSR, though caused aforementioned problems, was at first 

economically successful. In 1980 the cotton production reached 5.6 million tons 

comparing to 2.6 million tons in 1950s. Output of cotton per hectare also peaked in 1980, 

when it more than doubled. (Peachey, 2004)  

Furthermore, when we look at the area of irrigated land in Central Asian states in 1965 

and 1980, it is clear that for the purposes of fulfilling targets of centrally-planned 

economy of USSR the area enlarged by 36% in this 15 year time span. (Dukhovny, 2010) 

Though, Soviet Union´s dreams about cotton monoculture and white gold were soon 

shattered because the effects of its destructive and ineffective planning and water 

management appeared and took a severe economic toll. However, new measures, 

increased irrigation and an intense use of pesticides and fertilizers were introduced in 

order to deal with the ill effects. We see now, that it was obviously not a good idea and it 

only contributed to the environmental crisis of the Aral Sea basin, as it was mentioned 

before and overall to the whole water crisis in the region. (Peachey, 2004) 

In the Table 2 below, we can see indicators of economic and water-related activity in 

the region during the Soviet times. It is clear that Soviet plans and subsidies were very 

much the driving force of the development. Economically, the countries grew and 

irrigation systems were expanding, though the water diversion was huge and caused 

problems. 

 

   Table 2: Basic Indicators of Water and Land Use in the Aral Sea Basin 

Indicator Unit 1960 1970 1980 1990 

Population Million 14.6 20.3 26.8 33.6 

Irrigated area 1000 ha 4 510 5 150 6 920 7 600 

Irrigated area per capita ha 0.31 0.27 0.26 0.23 

Total water diversion km3/year 60.61 94.56 120.69 116.27 

GNP Bln. USD 16.1 32.4 48.1 74.0 

Including agricultural production Bln. USD 5.8 8.9 18.3 22.0 
        Source: CA Water Info, ´Water resources use´ 

 

1.3 Water Management after the Collapse of the Soviet Union 

 

As it was mentioned before, no Central Asian country was particularly in favour of the 

dissolution of the Soviet Union. However, in 1991 they gained independence and in most 

of the countries presidency was introduced and power of non-formal elites got stronger, so 

soon the politics of president equalled politics of the state. Presidents had almost 
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unlimited powers and most of them could prolong its tenure more than twice without any 

difficulty. Thus, personal power and even cult of personality were developed. (Horák, 

2010) With the collapse, countries could develop their own policies to some extent, but it 

soon became clear that it will be very difficult without help and support of Moscow.  

The collapse of USSR also meant economic problems for the region, as incomes 

decreased and half of the population became to live under the line of poverty. There was 

virtually no capital to develop infrastructure and industry and though some privatization 

efforts took place it only lead to enriching the wealthy ones even more and not doing any 

effective changes. Output of agricultural production also decreased largely, as the collapse 

meant not only lack of capital but also limited access to technology, agricultural inputs 

and most of all access to cotton markets. In this situation it would be wise to diversify the 

production so the countries would not depend only on agriculture and thus water systems, 

which started to be even more problematic due to high salinization, wasteful irrigation and 

water contamination. Although, some efforts were made, e.g. growing production of 

wheat and rice, though rice is even more water-intensive than cotton, there was not 

enough capital and no real diversification took place till nowadays. (Peachey, 2004)  

 

Chart 1: Water Use by Country3 

 

Source: Pacific Institute, 2013 

 

                                                 
3 By domestic use we understand household and municipal as well as commercial and governmental water use. 

Industrial use means water used for power plants cooling and industrial production of other kind, and by 

agricultural use we understand water for irrigation and livestock. 
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We can see the use of water in different sectors in the Chart 1 above.4 These rather 

recent data show that over 90% of water available in these countries, except Kazakhstan 

where the percentage is lower, was used in agricultural sector and thus mainly for 

irrigation.  This only affirms aforementioned facts, that Central Asian states were not able 

to diversify its economy after the end of USSR. (Pacific Institute, 2013)  

      However, this continuing trend is not bearable for these countries anymore. Population 

is still growing, and not suitable irrigation and water management techniques are used in 

the region where water sources are limited and managed. Table 3 is a continuation of 

Table 2 shown before, and we can see that population was really growing as well as the 

irrigated land area. Water diversion decrease after the collapse of USSR was caused by 

some more national and independent policies of water management by these countries, but 

there is a huge downfall of the GNP, as it was 74.0 billion USD in 1990 and only 27.5 

billion USD in period after the dissolution due to causes mentioned before, like limited 

access to cotton markets.  

 

Table 3: Basic Indicators of Water and Land Use in the Aral Sea Basin 

Indicator Unit 2000 2004 

Population Million 41.8 43.8 

Irrigated area 1000 ha 7 896 8 120 

Irrigated area per capita ha 0.19 0.18 

Total water diversion km3/year 105.0 102.0 

GNP Bln. USD 27.5 34.4 

Including agricultural production Bln. USD 9.0 10.2 

Source: CA Water Info, ´Water resources use´ 

 

Water management after the collapse of the Soviet Union came under the five 

individual states, which by February 1992 agreement established Interstate Coordinating 

Water Commission, which set quotas though the former agencies overlooked their 

implementation. Although, the Soviet-era levels were maintained, it was now possible to 

adjust the allocations by 15%. Many more agreements have been made afterwards, 

following the Almaty agreement, around three dozen on Syr Darya alone. Though this 

system is still in place but it´s not really effective and its original intentions were 

abandoned. (ICG, 2014) Furthermore, with the newly acquired independence, countries 

                                                 
4 Data collected by Pacific Institute from other world organizations dealing with this issue, such as FAO, were 

calculating with year 2004 for Turkmenistan, 2005 for Uzbekistan, 2006 for Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, and 

2010 for Kazakhstan, as not every year these data are possible to acquire. 
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started to realise that they are not fully in control of their water resources. Uzbekistan, 

which totally relies on agricultural production, realized that 91% of its water sources come 

from out of its territory. For Turkmenistan the percentage is as high as 98% and its 43% 

for Kazakhstan. Thus, we can say that the collapse of USSR overall altered who is in 

charge of the water and how it will be used and Moscow also lost its authority to solve 

disputes. (Weinthal, 2006) 

Subsequently, the downstream states, which consume water for irrigated agriculture 

mainly, realized that they are in disadvantageous position to the upstream states and it did 

not take long before each of these countries started to promote its own economic 

priorities. It also became clear that their goals are conflicting regarding the way how and 

for what water should be used. All the basin countries except Kazakhstan wanted to 

increase the area of irrigated land to boost the agricultural sector and also to satisfy the 

needs of growing population. The upstream countries however, did not intend only to 

expand the irrigated land but later also to develop hydroelectricity. This would severely 

damage downstream states´ interests in agriculture and could also worsen the Aral Sea 

catastrophe, which mostly affects downstream populations in Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan 

and Kazakhstan. (Weinthal, 2006) Severe upstream-downstream dispute was influenced 

by the decision of Kyrgyzstan to change the operation of Toktogul from the irrigation to 

an electric power production mode after coal, oil and gas supplies from downstream 

countries fell after 1991. (Bernauer, Siegfried, 2012) We can see that the problems of 

Central Asian states and their water management and subsequent influence on their 

economic situation started during the Soviet times and situation only got worse after the 

collapse of USSR, though there are many factors affecting it.  

One part of the problem is also climate change, as it affects region´s water and energy 

security. It is believed, that climate change will have much more severe impact on 

developing countries as they are not able to effectively respond to the changes and 

usually, it is not perceived as priority in their policies. (Molen, Hildering, 2005) 

Nevertheless, these changes could lead to more political tensions between countries. 

According to the climate model, Syr Darya run-off regime will be seriously affected by 

climate change. It is because snow will melt earlier due to increasing run-off from melting 

glaciers and as a consequence, less water will be accumulated and available for summer 

irrigation as the downstream tributaries lack storage facilities. Densely populated 

Ferghana Valley, which is split among territories of Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan and 

Tajikistan, will be the most affected. However, some specialists say that climate change 
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will not be the major threat in the region.5 Although, it can lead to additional problems 

like slopes being unstable and thus, pose threat to infrastructure or that due to the heat 

there will be more need for irrigation in summer, a much bigger issue is the overall 

mismanagement of water resources and degradation of infrastructure and these are the 

issues that should be addressed foremost. (ICG, 2014)  

While some voice only a little worry about the effects of climate change, new World 

Bank report is much more alarming. According to it, increase in temperatures is 

unavoidable, and they also predict dramatic reduction in size of glaciers in the region as 

well as decrease of amount of precipitation. This means that this largely arid area which 

relies on agriculture and hydropower will experience big decrease in water flows. By 

2100, glaciers will shrink by about 50% and their melting will be accompanied by more 

frequent and longer droughts and thus water shortages. Less water available in summer 

will also increase fears about food security for the growing population while droughts will 

likely increase desertification in Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan. (Trilling, 2014) 

 

2. Theoretical Approaches to Water-related Conflicts 

 

For the purposes of a complex analysis of the studied issue, we need to find out and 

discuss some concepts, terms and theoretical approaches. Thus, in the following chapter 

we will explain those, which are relevant to our topic of study to be then able to link it 

with the information given earlier.  

 

2.1 Causes of Conflicts and Scarcity Types 

 

After the end of the Cold War many politicians, policy and decision-makers started to 

worry about another sources of violence and conflicts in the world. Water began to be an 

issue mainly thanks to UN´s 1992 Rio summit on sustainable development. Statements as 

the one made by the former vice president for environmentally sustainable development of 

the World Bank, Serageldin, saying that the wars of the next century will be over water 

were more and more frequent. (Bernauer, Kalbhenn, 2010) In his work from 1995, Smith 

expressed his worries saying that: “Nowhere in the world is the potential for conflict over 

the use of natural resources as strong as in Central Asia.” (Bernauer, Siegfried, 227-

                                                 
5 We can give an example of Dr. Tobias Siegfried, who was interviewed on this topic by International Crisis 

Group in 2014. 
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228pp, 2012) Furthermore, Bernauer and Kalbhenn in their work reviewed analysis 

connected to water conflicts by many authors and they came up with 6 general causes for 

conflict, or situations when conflict is more likely to happen: 

 

1. when water becomes more polluted or scarce due to natural processes or human 

influences 

2. when in the upstream-downstream setting the upstream country is tempted to 

exploit its position of power and discriminate its downstream neighbours 

3. when non-water conflict inflame water-related conflicts among the riparian states 

4. when political and economic ties between riparian states are weak 

5. when there is poor financial, institutional, or administrative capacity of riparian 

countries 

6. when water-related international institutions working in the area are weak. 

 

These factors well explain why there are water management problems and water-related 

conflicts in Nile, Jordan, Tigris, Great Lakes or Rio Grande basins and others such as also 

Amu Darya and Syr Darya. Butts in his work claims that water conflicts are more likely to 

happen when the river is shared by many users and the downstream ones are vulnerable to 

the decisions of the upstream states. Another position is that, the probability and intensity 

of disputes rise with high population density, low income, overall unfriendly relations 

between the countries, politically active minority groups, planned dams or other water 

development projects and it also rises with no or limited freshwater treaties in the area. 

(Bernauer, Kalbhenn, 2010)  

Percival and Homer-Dixon in their work analyse conflict and its relation to scarcity of 

renewable resources. They do not talk about water in particular but we can select some of 

their arguments for our purposes. According to them, the factors which influence 

outbreaks of violent conflicts include quantity and vulnerability of resources, political 

power balance, the nature of the state, patterns of social interaction, and the structure of 

economic relations among social groups. All these factors influence how resources will be 

used, what social impact it will have and whether invoked grievance will lead to conflict. 

Furthermore, they talk about three different types of environmental scarcity which may 

also apply for water scarcity: 

 

1.   supply-induced scarcity - arising from degradation and depletion of resources 
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2. demand-induced scarcity - resulting from population growth or increased 

consumption of a resource per-capita 

3.   structural scarcity - arising from unequal social distribution.  

 

As scarcity and its interactions produce several social effects it also causes grievance. 

Though, in order for the grievance to heighten, people must feel the relative decrease of 

their standard of living comparing to the other groups (in our case we could say other 

states) and they must see little chance for change. (Percival, Homer-Dixon, 1998)  

Molen and Hildering use in their work about conflict Ohlsson´s division of conflicts. 

He argues that there are first-order conflicts which are resulting from natural resource 

scarcity and second-order conflicts, caused by adaptation strategies by which people try to 

overcome the scarcity, e.g. when large numbers of people are displaced due to dam-

building projects. As well as others, Ohlsson also claims that water scarcity can be 

demand-driven, supply-driven or that it can result from structural inequalities between 

different groups of water users. Generally, on the demand side, it is the growing 

population which pressures the resources. On the supply side, it is the rivers drying out, 

lowering water-tables as well as polluted ground and surface water. On the other hand, 

structural scarcity emerges, when there is more powerful water users group which 

confiscate a larger part of water resource, and thus creating economic and ecological 

marginalization of the other group. (Molen, Hildering, 2005) Many scholars yet not 

mentioned in our overview, e.g. Collier, talk about conflicting nature of resources but 

most of them concentrate on natural resources, resource course and they do not 

specifically mention water in their conflict analysis. However, we can use these arguments 

also for water and water-related disputes although scarcity, water scarcity, may not be the 

only cause of armed conflict as they are seldom mono-causal.  

 

2.2 Classification of Water-related Disputes by Gleick 

 

For the purpose of our analysis we have decided to take a closer look at approaches 

and arguments made by Gleick, since they concentrate specifically on water resources, 

and throughout his work he focuses on water-related conflicts, scarcity and quality of 

water in different regions of the world. Gleick is an internationally recognized water 

expert, co-founder and the president of the Pacific Institute for Studies in Development, 

Environment and Security, which focuses its research and activities on these topics. In his 
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work Gleick argues that where water is scarce, countries may compete for these limited 

resources, and thus can see water as a matter of national security. And as history is full of 

conflicts over shared water resources6, we can see that happening also in the future as 

growing population will demand more water for agriculture, industry and economic 

development, unless we devote more to this matter and try harder to identify causes and 

solve water-related problems. He stresses the importance of relationship between the 

environment and international security, while resource-related conflicts are more likely to 

occur on the local and regional level in developing countries where resources are critical 

to survival and it is not that easy to replace or supplement them. Nevertheless, these 

environmental threats will be always affected by social, economic, political and cultural 

factors in play in a given country or region.  

Gleick identifies three classes of water-related disputes. First class includes conflicts 

where water resources are seen as military and political goals. This is connected to 

“realpolitik” or realism where resources are defining factor in country´s power. Although, 

it is usually connected to non-renewable resources like oil and other minerals since the 

aim to possess and control another country´s oil resources has been a goal of many 

military actions in the previous century. Water can be a factor in this analysis too, if it 

provides a source of economic and political strength, and thus it can be the cause of 

starting the war and water-supply systems can become a goal of military operation. There 

are four characteristics which make water likely to become a source of strategic rivalry:  

 

1. the degree of scarcity 

2. the extent to which water supply is shared by more than one region or state 

3. the relative power of the basin states 

4. the ease of access to alternative freshwater sources (Gleick, 1993) 

 

In the second class he takes water-resource systems as instruments of war. Gleick 

claims that water and water-resource systems can be used as offensive, as well as 

defensive tools alongside usual instruments of war, such as weapons of destruction. 

                                                 
6 Gleick mentions one in the 7th century BC, when Ashurbanipal of Assyria wanting to initiate a desert warfare 

against Arabia, seized the control of water wells. Then we can give some examples of conflicts from recent 

history, such as the 1967 Arab-Israeli War, when Israel occupied much of the headwaters of the Jordan river; the 

1990 water dispute in South Africa, when a pro-apartheid council cut off water to the township of 50 000 black 

people; violent conflicts in 1992 in India, resulting in killing 50 people in riots, based on the court decision on 

waters allocation between states; dispute between Czechoslovakia and Hungary in 1992 over the construction 

and operation of the Gabcikovo/Nagymaros project on the Danube river. (Gleick, 1993) 



 

 

15 

 

Water-resource systems have been both targets and tools of war many times in history as 

while in theory water is renewable, in practice it is a finite resource which distribution is 

uneven and often subject to control by states or smaller groups. During the Cold War we 

could have witnessed bombing of hydroelectric dams, and later the same happened during 

Iraq-Iran conflict or in Syria and then in Persian Gulf War in 1991. Plans to build a water 

dam by North Korea in 1986 on the tributary upstream of Seoul increased the tensions 

between the two countries, as water supply of South Korea was feared to be disrupted by 

these actions.7  

The third class of water-related conflicts includes other links between conflict and 

water developments. It includes conflicts which arise as a consequence of secondary 

impacts of water development schemes, such as irrigation facilities, hydroelectric 

constructions or flood-control reservoirs. Due to some water developments local 

population may be forced to migrate, downstream water users and ecosystems can be 

affected, the control of resources is changed and all these impacts can lead to disputes 

among rural and urban population, different ethnic or economic groups inside the country 

or even across the borders.  

Moreover, in his analysis Gleick also stresses the future threat for water resources – 

greenhouse effect and thus climate change. While he believes it will represent a 

substantial threat, it is surely very difficult to fight it as we do not know how exactly it 

will affect the conditions today. Though, it is certain that with increasing temperatures, 

water demand will grow due to higher average temperatures as well as greater losses of 

evaporation. There are also expected changes of precipitation which can influence the 

water availability. Certain areas can be subject to intensified drought period while others 

will be more vulnerable to intensified flooding. Especially in Asia, higher intensity of 

monsoons is expected. However, according to Gleick, perhaps the most serious effect of 

climate change on water resources will be increased uncertainty regarding water supply 

and water management which is connected to rainfall, runoff and storms. In order to cope 

with these future factors we need more flexibility and change of operation rules. Even 

more, we need to be able to define and anticipate where and when these water-related 

disputes could emerge, so we can prevent them and not only react afterwards. (Gleick, 

1993)  

 

                                                 
7 As another example from this class of conflicts, we can mention a case in the former Yugoslavia. The second 

largest dam there, Peruca dam, was intentionally destroyed due to the civil war in 1993. (Gleick, 1993) 
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3. Analysis of Water-related Conflict Factors in Central Asia 

 

In the following chapter we will describe the factors and determinants of water-related 

conflicts defined by Gleick and other authors mentioned in the second chapter8, on the 

conditions of the studied region.  

When we look at the 6 causes of conflicts or situations when conflicts over water are 

more expected to happen, defined by Bernauer and Kalbhenn, we can say that most of 

them apply to the situation in Central Asia. Water is becoming more scarce and polluted 

in the region due to the situation of Aral Sea, climate change threats and not modernized 

water systems which cause huge water waste. The situation is likely to get worse in the 

future unless right measures are applied. The relationship between the upstream and 

downstream countries is also a factor which can influence the conflict as the relation is not 

the best, countries blame each other of too much water use, non-compliance with quotas 

and agreements and from the point of view of downstream countries, the upstream 

countries are believed to be exploiting their position on the river and thus harming the 

downstream ones. The situation is tense and countries are not able to negotiate and make 

new agreements.  

  

3.1 Water Resources as Military and Political Goals 

 

Gleick´s first group of conflicts counts on realism as being the prevailing theory, when 

states lust for power and this power is connected mainly with resources. Although, 

nowadays we cannot say that such pure form of realism exists, water can become an 

instrument of power as it could give its holder economic and political strength. Upstream 

countries could initiate conflict by not giving enough water to the downstream countries 

and so empowering themselves even more. In his approach Gleick defines four 

characteristics which could make water a strategic source and object of rivalry.  

Firstly, it’s a degree of water scarcity. Problem of water scarcity is known to 

everybody though particularly and in practice to those living in developing countries. It is 

estimated that 884 million of people do not have access to safe drinking water and by 

2030 the number of people affected by severe water stress could rise to over 3.9 billion. 

(Hurvitz, 2012) Thus, it seems that also developing countries in Central Asia are prone to 

this problem and are scarce on water, especially if we look at the situation of Aral Sea. An 

                                                 
8 However, we will take Gleick´s approach as the main one, which will help us analyse the conflict potential in 

the region. 
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indicator of water scarcity has become the limit of 1 000 m3 per capita of renewable 

freshwater per capita. Countries below this line are believed to have shortage of water. 

Countries in Middle East and North Africa fall under this line with Tunisia reporting 470, 

Saudi Arabia 110 and United Arab Emirates only 67 m3 of water. Though, at first sight 

staggering, none of the Central Asian countries come close to this limit with Turkmenistan 

and Tajikistan having more of the resource than some European states and Uzbekistan, 

which is the poorest one in this sense within the group, has almost double of water per 

capita than Spain, one of the main agricultural producers in Europe. (Varis, Rahaman, 

2008) Though, there is no physical scarcity, we can find proof of perceived scarcity in the 

data about proportion of total actual renewable freshwater resources withdrawal collected 

by FAO. For Uzbekistan the proportion is 100.6% and for Turkmenistan it is even 

111.1%, which means that for both countries the level of withdrawal is exceeding the 

natural level of water availability. (FAO Water, 2013) Percival and Homer-Dixon also 

talk about supply-induced, demand-induced and structural scarcity of resources, in our 

case water resources. We found out that supply-driven scarcity is not the problem and it is 

clear, that the reason for disputes and the whole conflict situation rather lies in the sphere 

of consumption and distribution, thus in structural scarcity.  

Second defining point by Gleick is the extent to which water resources are shared by 

more than one state or region. According to the UN, around 40% of the world´s 

population lives in river and lake basins that consist of two or more countries and 90% 

lives in countries that share basins. There are 276 transboundary lake and river basins and 

totally 148 states include its territory in such basins, while 21 countries lie within them. It 

is clear that all transboundary water bodies create hydrological, social and economic 

interdependencies between societies and they are vital for development, reducing poverty, 

regional peace and security and provide opportunities for cooperation though also for 

discourse and conflict. (UN Water, 2014) We have talked about the issue of unequal 

distribution of water resources in the region of Central Asia before and we have also 

found out that the problem really is not physical scarcity of water but rather the 

management, thus distribution. We can say that all the important regional water sources 

have mostly transboundary character which makes conditions for cooperation but also 

conflicts. The water supply in the region is based on two main rivers Amu Darya and Syr 

Darya and their tributaries which predetermine the downstream countries to be dependent 

on water cumulating in the higher end flow in the upstream countries. As an evidence of 

this we can look at the Table 4 below.  
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      Table 4: Country´s Dependency on Transboundary Water Sources 

State Main Basins Dependency on Transboundary Water Sources 

Kazakhstan Syr Darya  40% 

Kyrgyzstan Syr Darya - Naryn 1% 

Tajikistan Amu Darya, Syr Darya 17% 

Turkmenistan Amu Darya 97% 

Uzbekistan Amu Darya, Syr Darya 80% 
      Source:  FAO Water, 2013 

 

It is clear that countries are variously dependent. One extreme are the downstream 

countries Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan and on the other hand Kyrgyzstan with almost no 

dependency. This determines also power of the upstream states and moreover a need for 

equal distribution and effective regulation and cooperation of water sources, so that all the 

possible consequences of this unequal dependency are prevented. Another problem with 

this dependency and distribution came up after the fall of USSR, as we mentioned already 

before. Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan were insisting on prioritizing irrigation while the 

upstream countries started to prefer using water for electric power generation. Thus, since 

1994 water regime in Syr Darya has been the main subject of negotiations between 

governments of Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. In order to meet Kyrgyzstan´s 

increasing demands for supply of energy resources and on the other hand needs of 

Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan for water supply in summer, the states agreed on basis of fuel 

and energy exchange. It states that Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan will buy electricity 

generated in Naryn cascade by Kyrgyzstan in equal amounts, shall it exceed its own 

national needs. The second condition is that compensation for this quantity will be made 

in supply of electricity and fuel for winter needs of Kyrgyzstan. Although many protocols 

and agreements have been made on this, its implementation is not really effective and still 

involves problems. (CA Water Info, ´Water resources use´) 

Regarding Amu Darya management, we already mentioned quotas which were set but 

the problem is that especially in low-water years Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, which 

should be having equal and major use of the rivers flow, find it difficult to meet their 

needs because of high losses along the river route and significant withdrawals outside 

water reservoirs. (CA Water Info, ´Water resources use´)  
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Table 5: Country quota for the water runoff of the Amu Darya and Syr Darya rivers 

State Amu Darya basin Syr Darya basin 

Kazakhstan 0% 38.1% 

Kyrgyzstan 0.4% 1.0% 

Tajikistan 13.6% 9.2% 

Turkmenistan 43.0% 0% 

Uzbekistan 43.0% 51.7% 

Total  100% 100% 

      Source: Kusmitz, 2006 

 

In the Table 5 shown above, we see the quotas for both rivers runoff and its users and 

we see that the Amu Darya quotas mentioned before changed only a little throughout the 

time. Syr Darya quotas were laid down later and both according to water availability and 

all the quotas are monitored by Interstate Coordination Water Commission. The problem 

with quotas is however, that despite the monitoring countries are accused of consuming 

more than they are allowed to. It is a subject of disputes but it is difficult to prove as 

official and unofficial sources use different data. There is clearly a need for revision of the 

old quotas, making new agreements between countries and making sure that nobody 

infringes the agreements and effective procedures are implemented.  

The third characteristic which could make water a strategic source and object of 

rivalry defined by Gleick is the relative power of the basin states. We can talk about the 

power from the political sense, economic sense and regarding its position on the river 

flow. From the point of view of the latter it is clear that Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan are the 

more powerful ones as their dependency on the transboundary water sources is the lowest, 

and thus they control their own water flows. Both of them have engaged in using water for 

hydroelectricity. When it comes to economic power and political influence, we can say 

that the leader of the region is Kazakhstan, which has attracted investors due to increasing 

prices of strategic resources from which Kazakhstan has mainly iron ore. This led to 

increasing living standards and expanding industrial basis. Moreover, Kazakhstan has 

relatively stable political system, comparing to the other states in the region and its foreign 

policy is also progressing. The biggest rival of Kazakhstan in this sense is Uzbekistan as 

the most populous country in the region. Even though it is also rich in some strategic 

resources like gold, Uzbekistan suffers from ineffective economy, high levels of 

corruption and difficult investment environment. Despite Kazakhstan´s and Uzbekistan´s 

leadership in this sphere, their disadvantage is derived from their position on the river 



 

 

20 

 

flow. (Horák, 2010) Turkmenistan´s position is different, as it does not have advantage 

either when it comes to the position on the river flow or in economic sector. Its 97% 

dependency on transboundary waters makes the situation for Turkmenistan even more 

difficult.  

The fourth characteristic, which is used by Gleick is the ease of access to alternative 

freshwater sources. This factor is important as it involves possibilities for cooperation and 

not for conflict. With easier and greater access to other freshwater sources the countries 

wouldn’t need to compete for water and thus create conflict between each other. 

Nevertheless, this can be hard to fulfil in practice, as all five countries in the region are 

using water from the two main rivers for a long time. However, to search for some 

alternatives seems increasingly more crucial, as the availability as well as the quality of 

these rivers is decreasing. One of the main problems is the salinization, which is very 

acute in Uzbekistan where over 50% of the irrigated land is affected by inappropriate 

irrigation practices. The salinization rates for other countries are also rising. (ICG, 2014) 

Main source of water pollution are agrochemicals which are put into the drainage and 

mixed with river water. The other major problem is the effluent from industrial areas. 

Over the 40 years the mineralization of rivers increased dramatically and is accompanied 

by higher concentration of magnesium, copper, iron, sulphate and others. Now, not only 

lower but also medium course of rivers contains water unacceptable for drinking and its 

pollution leads to higher morbidity of local people. (CA Water Info, ´Problems of water 

resource quality´) In this manner, also other Central Asia´s water bodies are highly 

polluted. River Irtysh, which is Kazakhstan´s main river and is providing water to three 

largest regions, is classified as very dirty. The big chemical, metallurgical, oil refining and 

other industries are continuously discharging toxics into the river. Lake Balkhash is also 

heavily polluted from agricultural and industrial discharges. The Ili river, which flows into 

the lake, is mainly used for irrigation in Kazakhstan and has also become very polluted. 

(Weinthal, 2006)  

Countries should engage in finding alternative water sources or trying to implement 

measures to ensure that the current water sources are used properly and effectively. 

Turkmenistan recently topped the list of world´s biggest water wasters, while Uzbekistan 

and Kyrgyzstan being 3rd and 4th and Tajikistan and Kazakhstan being 7th and 11th. 

(Eurasia.net, 2014) An option which comes to our mind regarding finding new sources is 

the possible use of Caspian Sea, though it would require desalination and thus great 

amount of funds. It could also be a problem from the international law point of view, as 
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regarding how and who could have a right to use it. So far, there have been no real efforts 

to move to some alternative freshwater sources and we feel like the only possible way 

how to improve the situation is to strengthen compliance of rules and make the 

management system more effective. 

 

3.2 Water-Resource Systems as Instruments of War 

 

In the second group of conflicts Gleick defines those, in which water-resources and its 

systems are used as instruments of war. So far, there have not been any major attacks on 

water-resource systems in the region of Central Asia, similar to those mentioned in the 

chapter 2.2, in paragraph dealing with this group of conflicts. However, the possibility of 

such is still there and we can say that it is increasing with time. In order to have an 

overview of these and similar attempts we created the Table 5, which is included in the 

Annexes.  

Since 1990, there have been 13 disputes in the region, most of them having as an 

underlying cause competition for water or energy. There have been four conflicts which 

were defined by Pacific Institute as violent or in the context of violence, the recent once 

happening in 2012 and 2014. The one in 1997 led to deployment of Uzbekistani troops on 

the Kyrgyz´s border because of alleged excessive water use of Kyrgyzstan from Toktogul 

reservoir. Worries were expressed that in case of blowing up the reservoir, the water 

would sweep away two major Uzbekistan´s valleys. Another serious attack on a reservoir 

could have happened in 1998, when Tajik commander threatened to blow up Kairakkhum 

channel. Most recently, in 2012 tensions grew because of the plans by upstream countries 

to build two new dams which would seriously affect water supplies in downstream 

countries. Uzbekistan´s president Karimov expressed himself that building these dams 

could lead to not only serious confrontations but even wars. (Pacific Institute, 2014) 

Supported by these data, we can see that the threat of conflict is present and countries 

should introduce measures to solve the problems very quickly. 

 

3.3 Other Causes of Conflicts as a Result of Water Developments 

 

Conflicts in this group are influenced by consequences of water development schemes, 

irrigation facilities or hydroelectric constructions and others. Almost all the conflicts 

stated in the Table 5 arise due to building of dam, reservoir or another facility which then 

directly affects lives of people and ecosystems in the country dependent on the particular 
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water source. Molen and Hildering used Ohlsson´s division of conflicts into first-order 

and second-order ones. We can say, that none of the conflicts in the region was caused by 

the natural scarcity9, so no first-order ones emerged. Rather, we could define those 

conflicts as second-order ones, as they emerged due to the actions of people and their 

effects.10 To illustrate this we can mention dispute in 1999, when Tajikistan´s unilateral 

decision about water withdrawal affected downstream farmers as their crops yields 

decreased.  

Apart from conflicts between upstream and downstream countries, there have also 

been ones between upstream countries themselves, as the one in 2008 when villagers from 

Tajikistan took steps to prevent water reaching the village across the borders in 

Kyrgyzstan. Conflicts like this could be very dangerous, as there are many areas with 

unclear borders between Central Asian countries. These secondary consequences of water 

development projects are also connected with migration. Although there are no real data 

on this as governments lack interest in internal migration, it is believed that rural to urban 

migration is on the rise. Over the time, people were also forced to move due to building 

dams, reservoirs and farmers moved to areas where irrigation projects were created in 

order to make living. (ICG, 2014) In addition, due to increasing salinity of waters, fishing 

industry in Karakalpakstan region of Uzbekistan, which was once the pillar of region´s 

economy, has been wiped out as many species of fishes died out as they could not adapt 

anymore. Thus, fishermen had to find another source of income or move elsewhere. 

(Weinthal, 2006)   

As of 2014, there are about 65.7 million people living in Central Asia region and 

further 20 million are expected by 2040 and thus all these people put more demand on 

water and infrastructure. (ICG, 2014) More people will be affected by projects described 

above and thus more disputes can arise in the future. Population growth in the region and 

increased consumption can also put more pressure on demand-induced scarcity, as defined 

by Percival and Homer-Dixon. That is why government should not make their actions 

unilaterally leading to retaliation actions by other countries hurting the people living in 

both countries.  

Plans for building new water dams, as was mentioned in the second point, could also 

largely affect population living in both upstream and downstream countries. Large 

                                                 
9 As we established earlier that there is no such thing in the region. 
10 Even though, in these second-order conflicts Ohlsson talks about adaptation strategies, by which people try to 

overcome the natural scarcity, we could define them as second-order ones, as in our case people respond to the 

perceived or structural scarcity. 
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hydropower project of Tajikistan on the river Vakhsh, a tributary of Amu Darya, Rogun 

dam, is supposed to start soon. It will be 335 meters tall with a 3 600 MW capacity. (ICG, 

2014) If completed, Rogun would be world´s highest hydroelectric dam, though the 

downstream Uzbekistan is strongly opposed, as they fear water scarcity in summer or 

flooding in winter when water is released for electricity production. This project have 

already caused deterioration of relations between the two countries to the point that 

Uzbekistan cut deliveries of gas to Tajikistan and also closed border checkpoints with 

both upstream countries. (Muckenhuber, 2013) Uzbekistan claims that the summer flow 

would be reduced by 18% and in winter it would increase by 54% and this increase could 

translate into flooding the irrigated fields and making economic losses for Uzbekistan as 

high as 20 billion USD. From the environmental point of view, Uzbekistan argues that the 

project is being implemented in a seismically dangerous zone and it would as well have 

negative impact on the Aral Sea situation. Tajikistan´s President Rahmon expressed 

himself many times in the sense that the Rogun project is a matter of life or death for 

Tajikistan and will be implemented at any cost. Tajikistan wants to develop the project in 

order to become independent of Uzbekistan´s energy supplies and not to have to pay high 

international prices for it. (Rogozhina, 2014) It is estimated that Tajikistan relies on 

Uzbekistan´s gas supplies up to 95%. (Parshin, 2010)  

In 2013, High-Level International Conference on Water Cooperation was held in 

Dushanbe and was attended by over 900 representatives from more than 70 countries. 

Tajikistan expressed its support for cooperation and good neighbourly relations but no 

progress or agreement was made as Uzbekistan and other downstream countries were 

unable of any discussion or compromise as they demand total shutdown of the project. 

(Camm, 2013)  

In the other upstream country, Kyrgyzstan, the Kambarata-I dam project, which begin 

in 1986, is planned to be built now with substantial Russian investment. Uzbek Foreign 

Minister, Kamilov argued to the UN General Assembly in 2013 that the Syr Darya and 

Amu Darya rivers are common regional assets and thus unilateral decisions about 

aforementioned projects should not be made. (ICG, 2014) So far, the upstream countries 

haven’t changed their mind about building it. Apart from these problems, rising tensions 

are also between downstream countries, as Turkmenistan plans to increase its area of 

cultivated land and for that it needs more amount of water which it wants to divert to the 

Kara Kum canal. Moreover, Turkmenistan plans to build a huge artificial lake, called 

Golden Century Lake or Lake Turkmen, in the Kara Kum Desert. This costly 
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megalomaniac project started in 2002 and is expected to be finished in 20 years. Although 

it counts with using irrigation runoff, it is likely to increase withdrawals from Amu Darya. 

(Weinthal, 2006) We can only wait and see how this project will turn out as it is very 

costly and disputes between “stronger” Uzbekistan can be an obstacle too. Consequences 

of this and other mentioned projects in the region are major for all the countries and that is 

why it can also lead to conflicts´ escalation and so it´s important to act before this could 

happen.  
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Conclusion 

 

In the previous three chapters, I have tried to find out whether water is a potential 

conflict factor in the region of Central Asia and if it is likely to become one in the future. 

In the introduction, I have set up a hypothesis that it is such, and it can lead to conflicts in 

the future. In order to be able to give an answer statement for this hypothesis, I gathered 

information from many sources about geographical, socio-economic realities and water 

management structures during the Soviet period and after. To support the analysis with 

relevant arguments and approaches, I have researched works of scholars dealing with this 

issue as well as reports and analysis of mostly foreign authors. Since I found one approach 

talking directly about water related issues and conflict factors of water and water systems, 

I have decided to take it as a main approach to test in the given region. Then, I tried to 

show that there is a conflict potential in the region related to water. 

Given by the conducted analysis, I conclude that it has been successful in confirming 

proving the hypothesis given in the beginning. We can say, that water really is a conflict 

factor in the region and its conflict potential tends to become even stronger in the future. It 

is important to say that although one can see the main cause of trouble in the scarcity of 

water resources, it is not right. Countries in the region have enough water theoretically, so 

the physical scarcity of water is not affecting this region. However, perceived or structural 

scarcity is the core problem as the distribution and allocation of water is poorly managed, 

facilities are outdated, and thus large amounts of water do not reach its destination. This 

mismanagement emerged during the Soviet era and still stays alive in these states. It is 

mainly connected with high dependency on agriculture in the downstream countries, 

which are tremendously dependent on waters coming outside of their territory. In order to 

prevent conflict situation, countries should gradually diversify their economies.  

Moreover, the problem is escalated by different power of the downstream and 

upstream states and nowadays the upstream countries are believed to take measure to even 

more disadvantage the downstream ones. Relations between states are not good, which is 

also not helping the situation. There are no other available water resources in the region 

other than the two main rivers, Syr Darya and Amu Darya, and thus the dependency 

makes water even more conflictual. Great levels of pollution, salinization and degradation 

of water sources are also factors troubling the regional water system. Furthermore, it is 

believed, that climate change will have an impact on the region and it can make the issue 
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even worse in the future, due to unpredictability of the weather, more frequent droughts, 

higher average temperatures and thus increased demand for water.  

There have been several water related disputes in the region before, and now the 

possibility of conflict is even higher due to plans by the upstream countries. These new 

dams would ensure energy flow for the upstream countries but would severely damage 

water flow into the downstream countries. If Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan will continue in 

these projects a threat of conflicts is certainly there. Incidents of diverting the water flow 

were present also in the past, but these projects could change the whole water situation in 

the region. The potential for conflict is even higher as the countries are not on good terms 

and thus it is hard to negotiate and make new, efficient and reasonable deals. The whole 

international community needs to take this threat seriously and respond to it, before it will 

be too late. New agreements, which will be adhered to, more negotiations, which could be 

facilitated by international actors, and leading to further cooperation and stronger 

relationships between the states are the key in solving the situation for good and prevent 

conflicts despite some unfavourable geographical conditions in the region.  
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Appendices 

 

Table 5: List of Conflicts in the Region of Central Asia 

Year Involved Parties Basis of Conflict Violent 
Conflict or In 
the Context 
of Violence 

Description 

1990 Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan,  
Uzbekistan 

Development 
Dispute 

Yes The Ferghana Valley, shared by these three countries 
is especially vulnerable to violent eruptions over water and 
ethnicity. In 1990 an outbreak of violence in the Kyrgyz town of 
Osh on the border with Uzbekistan claims over 300 lives.  
The violence was provoked by competition for water, limited 
arable land, and ethnic tensions. 

1992 Uzbekistan, 
Turkmenistan 

Development 
Dispute 

Yes The Tyuyamuyun reservoir in the delta of the Amu Darya is a 
point of contention between Uzbekistan and Turkmenistan.  
Violence occurs in 1992 over the re-direction of drainage 
waters and raids by both sides to cut off pipes and irrigation 
canals.  
Today, the Tyuyamuyun remains one of several disputed areas 
in continuing water dispute with Uzbekistan. 

1997 Kyrgyzstan, 
Uzbekistan 

Military tool; 
Political tool 

Military 
Maneuvers 

Continued serious water tensions between Kyrgyzstan and 
Uzbekistan lead to the deployment of 130,000 Uzbekistani 
troops on the Kyrgyz border to guard reservoirs straddling the 
two countries. Uzbekistan accuses Kyrgyzstan of releasing too 
much water from the Toktogul reservoir.  
Kyrgyzstan, through media leak, hints that in case the reservoir 
would be blown up, the resulting flood would sweep away 
Uzbekistan’s Ferghana and Zeravshan Valleys. 

1997 Uzbekistan, 
Kazakhstan 

Political tool No Uzbekistan raises regional tensions by cutting off 70 percent of 
flow downstream, threatening 100,000 hectares and 
prompting a riot by Kazakh farmers. 

1998 Tajikistan Terrorism; 
Political tool 

No: Threat Tajik guerrilla commander Makhmud Khudoberdyev threatens 
to blow up a dam on the Kairakkhum channel if his political 
demands are not met. 

1999 Tajikistan, 
Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan 

Development 
Dispute 

Property  
damage 

In summer 1999, Tajikistan releases 700 million cubic meters of 
water from the Kairakum reservoir without warning its 
downstream neighbours. Among other effects, this cuts water 
to cotton crops in southern Kazakhstan, causing significant 
losses to farmers. 
 At the same time, Kyrgyzstan cuts flows to southern 
Kazakhstan in retaliation for Kazakhstan’s failure to supply coal 
under barter agreements. 

2000 Kyrgyzstan, 
Kazakhstan, 
Uzbekistan 

Development 
Dispute 

No Kyrgyzstan cuts off water to Kazakhstan until coal is delivered;  
Uzbekistan cuts off water to Kazakhstan for non-payment of 
debt. 

2001 Kyrgyzstan, 
Uzbekistan 

Development 
Dispute 

No In June 2001, the Kyrgyz parliament adopts a law classifying 
water as a commodity and announces that downstream 
countries would be charged for water.  
In response, Uzbekistan cuts off all deliveries of natural gas to 
Kyrgyzstan and accuses Kyrgyzstan of failing to honor an 
agreement to provide Uzbekistan with water in return for oil 
and gas. 
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2008 Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan 

Development 
Dispute 

No Disputes over unclear borders and poor communications lead 
to a series of confrontations over water resources in a border 
area of Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan.  
The confrontations with Kyrgyz border guards occur when 
villagers from Isfara Tajikistan cross into the southern Batken 
district of Kyrgyzstan to remove a dam blocking an irrigation 
canal preventing water from reaching the Tajik village of Hoja 
Alo.  
The dam is located in an area where the boundary line 
between the two states has not been agreed. Actions by 
Kyrgyzstan cut off irrigation water to Tajikistan during the 
spring growing season. 

2012 Tajikistan, 
Uzbekistan 

Development 
Dispute 

Yes Uzbekistan cuts natural gas deliveries to Tajikistan in retaliation 
over a Tajik hydroelectric dam which Uzbeks say will disrupt 
water supplies. Gas flows resumed after a new contract is 
signed. 

2012 Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, 
Uzbekistan, 
Turkmenistan, 
Kazakhstan 

Development 
Dispute 

No Tensions escalate over two proposed dams in central Asia:  
Kambarata-1 in Kyrgyzstan and the Rogun Dam in Tajikistan.  
These dams could affect water supplies in the downstream 
nations of Uzbekistan, Turkmenistan, and Kazakhstan.  
Uzbekistan’s president, Islam Karimov, says the dams could 
cause “not just serious confrontation, but even wars.” 

2013 Kyrgyzstan, 
Kazakhstan 

Development 
Dispute 

No A water and land dispute between villagers living on the border 
between Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan escalates when Kyrgyz 
villages block a canal to prevent water flowing to farmers on 
the Kazakh side of the border. 

2014 Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan 

Development 
Dispute: 
Military target 

Yes Security forces in Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan clash over border 
dispute. Among the targets of the violence, which leave 
security forces wounded on both sides, are a small dam and 
electricity substation inside Kyrgyzstan. The local grievances 
include disputes over access to pasture and water resources. 

Source: Pacific Institute, 2014 
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