
Resolving Inter-State Water Disputes - Constitutional and 

Legal Perspectives 

 

Inter-state water disputes have been a persistent challenge in India due to the country’s 

diverse geography, uneven rainfall distribution, and competing demands from agriculture, 

industry, and domestic use. Rivers that flow across multiple states often become a source of 

tension, with upstream and downstream regions vying for their fair share of water resources. 

Since independence, India has developed constitutional and legal mechanisms to address 

these disputes, with Article 262 of the Constitution and the Inter-State River Water Disputes 

Act, 1956 forming the foundation for adjudication and resolution. Over the years, tribunals, 

judicial interventions, and institutional bodies such as river basin authorities have played a key 

role in mitigating conflicts and ensuring equitable sharing. Despite improvements in data 

sharing, cooperative forums, and integrated water management, challenges such as delays in 

tribunal decisions, political disagreements, and climate-induced scarcity persist. Nevertheless, 

there is growing recognition of the need for more sustainable, inclusive, and transparent 

mechanisms that balance state interests with national priorities, making the resolution of 

inter-state water disputes a critical aspect of India’s federal framework and long-term 

development. 

 

Landmark cases involving inter-state water disputes in India, along with brief descriptions 

of their significance: 

1. Cauvery Water Dispute (Karnataka vs. Tamil Nadu, also involving Kerala and 

Puducherry) 

This is one of the most long-standing and contentious inter-state water disputes in 

India. It centers around the sharing of the Cauvery River waters between upstream 

state Karnataka and downstream state Tamil Nadu. The dispute has seen multiple 

tribunal awards, Supreme Court interventions, and the creation of the Cauvery Water 

Management Authority to oversee implementation. The case is significant for 

highlighting issues of historical usage, rainfall variability, agriculture dependence, and 

federal coordination. 

2. Krishna Water Dispute (Maharashtra, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, and Telangana) 

The Krishna River dispute involves sharing the river’s waters among the states it 

traverses. The Krishna Water Disputes Tribunal (KWDT-I in 1969 and KWDT-II in 2004) 

allocated water shares but implementation and coordination remain complex due to 

changing political boundaries and water demand. The case is important for 



demonstrating the challenges of adjudicating disputes in river basins that are vital for 

irrigation and hydropower. 

3. Godavari Water Dispute (Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Andhra Pradesh, Odisha, 

and Chhattisgarh) 

The Godavari Water Disputes Tribunal (GWDT) was constituted to address allocations 

among multiple states. With one of the largest river basins in the country, the dispute 

is significant in highlighting the difficulties of multi-state river management, 

infrastructure sharing, and ensuring equitable distribution while balancing ecological 

sustainability. 

4. Ravi and Beas River Dispute (Punjab, Haryana, Rajasthan) 

This dispute revolves around sharing water from the Ravi and Beas rivers. The 

tribunal’s award sought to balance water allocations for irrigation and drinking water. 

The case is notable for its political sensitivity and involvement of multiple stakeholders, 

requiring sustained negotiation and court intervention to ensure compliance with 

allocations. 

5. Narmada Water Dispute (Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Gujarat, and Rajasthan) 

The Narmada Water Disputes Tribunal (NWDT) was set up to resolve disagreements 

related to the construction of dams and sharing of water resources from the Narmada 

River. The tribunal’s award became a foundation for building large multipurpose 

projects like the Sardar Sarovar Dam. The case is significant for its role in shaping 

India’s approach to large infrastructure projects and balancing developmental goals 

with rehabilitation and environmental concerns. 

6. Yamuna Water Dispute (Haryana, Delhi, Uttar Pradesh, and Himachal Pradesh) 

The Yamuna dispute involves sharing water among states reliant on it for drinking 

water and irrigation. The allocation is critical for urban centers like Delhi. Supreme 

Court interventions and tribunal mechanisms have sought to ensure timely release 

and usage, making it a key case in urban water management and interstate 

cooperation. 

7. Mahi and West Flowing Rivers Disputes (Rajasthan, Gujarat, and Madhya Pradesh) 

These disputes pertain to water from smaller basins that are crucial for regional 

agriculture and drinking water supplies. They highlight the fact that even lesser-known 

rivers can trigger significant conflicts requiring legal adjudication and long-term 

cooperative solutions. 

These landmark cases have shaped India’s approach to resolving inter-state water disputes, 

highlighting the importance of equitable distribution, federal cooperation, environmental 

considerations, and judicial oversight. They also underscore how water governance intersects 

with political, economic, and social interests across the country. Let me know if you want a 

deeper dive into any of these cases or their judgments. 



Legal & Constitutional Perspective – 

 

Inter-state water disputes in India are not merely technical disagreements over resources but 

are deeply embedded within the constitutional framework of the country. The Constitution 

seeks to balance the sovereign interests of individual states with the larger objectives of 

national unity, equitable development, and public welfare. Water, being a critical and shared 

resource, is addressed both in the division of powers and through mechanisms designed to 

resolve conflicts while preserving federal harmony. 

Article 262 of the Constitution forms the cornerstone of the legal framework governing inter-

state water disputes. It empowers Parliament to legislate on the adjudication of disputes 

relating to waters of inter-state rivers and river valleys. The framers of the Constitution 

recognized that rivers, unlike land boundaries, cannot be confined within state borders and 

that disputes could easily escalate if left unresolved. Therefore, Parliament enacted the Inter-

State River Water Disputes Act, 1956, which allows affected states to seek adjudication 

through tribunals when bilateral negotiations fail. Constitutional experts view this provision 

as an acknowledgment of both federal cooperation and national interest, allowing for 

structured resolution while preventing unilateral action by any state. 

Legal scholars emphasize that the Constitution’s division of subjects in the Seventh Schedule—

Union List, State List, and Concurrent List—reflects the complexity of water governance. Water 

supply, irrigation, and development projects fall under state jurisdiction (List II), but issues 

affecting inter-state rivers intersect with the Union List (List I), especially regarding regulation 

and national projects. This overlapping jurisdiction necessitates constitutional clarity, which 

Article 262 and subsequent judicial interpretations seek to address. Experts argue that the 

Constitution envisages cooperative federalism, where states are partners rather than 

competitors, and disputes must be resolved through consultation, arbitration, and judicial 

review. 

The Supreme Court of India has, over time, reinforced this constitutional approach by 

underscoring that water is a national resource and that equitable distribution is essential to 

uphold fundamental rights such as the right to life (Article 21). Legal opinions reflect that while 

states have control over water resources within their territories, they cannot obstruct water 

flows to other regions, especially when such obstruction threatens public health, agriculture, 

or economic activities. The judiciary has consistently advocated for a balance between 

upstream and downstream interests, urging states to act as trustees of shared resources. 

However, constitutional experts caution that the reliance on tribunals has led to delays and 

enforcement challenges. They point out that the absence of a permanent adjudicatory 

mechanism undermines the spirit of federal cooperation. Several law commissions and 

committees have recommended amendments to create a permanent Water Disputes Tribunal 



or establish river basin authorities with quasi-judicial powers to ensure time-bound resolution 

and compliance with awards. 

Legal experts also emphasize the need for integrating environmental jurisprudence into water-

sharing frameworks. They argue that the Constitution’s directive principles, especially Article 

48A (protection and improvement of the environment) and Article 51A(g) (duty to protect 

natural resources), must guide the allocation of water resources. Disputes should not be 

resolved purely on historical usage or political negotiations but must incorporate 

sustainability, ecological balance, and the rights of vulnerable communities. This holistic 

approach, they contend, is vital in light of climate change, increasing scarcity, and urban 

expansion. 

The debate extends to questions of accountability and transparency. Experts advocate that 

water-sharing decisions be based on scientifically verified data, hydrological assessments, and 

public participation. The Constitution’s provisions for federal cooperation should be 

supported by institutional mechanisms that promote information sharing and equitable 

governance. Several scholars suggest that integrating water governance into the broader 

framework of cooperative and competitive federalism will enhance accountability while 

fostering innovation in resource management. 

Constitutional perspectives on inter-state water disputes highlight a delicate balancing act 

between state autonomy and national cohesion. Legal experts agree that the Constitution 

provides a sound foundation through Article 262 and associated legislative frameworks but 

stress that these mechanisms need to be strengthened through judicial oversight, 

environmental considerations, and institutional reforms. The evolving jurisprudence 

underscores that water disputes cannot be seen purely as resource allocation problems but 

must be addressed within a larger constitutional vision of equity, sustainability, and 

cooperative governance—principles that are essential for India’s federal structure and socio-

economic progress. 

Resolving inter-state water disputes in India requires a combination of legal frameworks, 

institutional mechanisms, dialogue, scientific assessment, and cooperative governance. The 

Government of India, in consultation with state governments and judicial bodies, has 

developed several methods to address disputes, prevent escalation, and ensure equitable 

distribution of water. Alongside these measures, contingency plans have been devised to 

manage emergencies such as droughts, floods, and unforeseen interruptions in water supply, 

while maintaining federal harmony. 

One of the primary methods for resolving disputes is through negotiation and dialogue 

between states. The Constitution encourages states to engage in consultations before 

approaching tribunals. Many disputes are first attempted to be settled through inter-state 

agreements or through bodies such as the Inter-State Council and river basin committees. 



These platforms facilitate data sharing, coordinated planning, and dispute resolution based 

on mutual understanding rather than adversarial litigation. 

When negotiations fail, the Inter-State River Water Disputes Act, 1956 provides for the 

establishment of a tribunal to adjudicate disputes. The tribunal collects data, conducts 

hearings, and issues an award that is binding once published in the official gazette. Tribunals 

such as the Cauvery Water Disputes Tribunal and Krishna Water Disputes Tribunal have played 

critical roles in resolving disputes by providing equitable allocations and implementation 

frameworks. To ensure compliance, the Government of India has occasionally intervened 

through notifications, creation of management boards, and oversight committees. 

The judiciary, particularly the Supreme Court, has also been a vital avenue for resolving 

disputes. Courts have intervened to expedite tribunal formation, enforce awards, and ensure 

states comply with directions aimed at balancing water distribution. The courts emphasize 

that access to water is closely linked to the right to life, public welfare, and environmental 

protection. Judicial oversight has provided credibility and enforcement capacity to decisions 

reached through tribunals and negotiations. 

The introduction of river basin authorities and management boards represents another way 

of resolving disputes. These bodies are empowered to monitor water allocations, regulate 

usage, and ensure adherence to tribunal awards. For example, the Cauvery Water 

Management Authority oversees water sharing between Karnataka and Tamil Nadu, while 

other river boards have been tasked with coordinating inter-state cooperation. These 

institutions aim to institutionalize long-term water governance rather than rely on ad hoc 

solutions. 

Technological tools have become increasingly important in resolving disputes. Hydrological 

data, satellite imaging, and real-time monitoring systems provide scientific backing for 

allocation decisions. The sharing of rainfall patterns, reservoir levels, and flow rates helps build 

trust among states by reducing information asymmetry and allowing for data-driven planning. 

The Government of India supports the establishment of centralized data repositories to 

ensure that all stakeholders have access to accurate and verified information. 

In terms of contingency plans, the Government of India has developed measures to manage 

emergencies and ensure uninterrupted water supply. During droughts or water scarcity, the 

central government provides emergency financial assistance, encourages states to prioritize 

drinking water supply, and coordinates inter-state support through water releases from 

reservoirs or alternate sources. In cases of floods or excess water, disaster management 

protocols are activated to prevent infrastructure damage, support rehabilitation, and ensure 

equitable distribution of emergency relief. 

The government has also promoted water conservation programs such as watershed 

management, rainwater harvesting, and river rejuvenation to augment supply and reduce the 

frequency of disputes arising from scarcity. By encouraging efficient water use, reducing 



wastage, and promoting sustainable agriculture practices, these programs are seen as 

preventive strategies that alleviate stress on shared river systems. 

Furthermore, the government has introduced fiscal incentives and performance-based grants 

to encourage states to adopt water-saving technologies and implement projects that reduce 

inter-state tensions. For example, states that invest in micro-irrigation, groundwater recharge, 

and river cleaning are supported through central assistance, thereby promoting collaborative 

efforts for long-term solutions. 

Policy reforms such as the proposed establishment of a permanent Water Disputes Tribunal 

and integrated river basin management authorities are under discussion to create proactive 

frameworks for dispute resolution. These reforms aim to reduce delays, improve coordination, 

and strengthen compliance mechanisms. Additionally, inter-state water sharing is increasingly 

linked with environmental sustainability and climate adaptation plans, recognizing that long-

term resilience is essential to prevent future conflicts. 

Resolving inter-state water disputes in India involves a multi-layered approach combining 

constitutional provisions, legal tribunals, judicial intervention, institutional management, data 

sharing, and technological tools. Contingency plans by the Government of India focus on 

ensuring equitable distribution during emergencies, promoting conservation, and building 

cooperative frameworks. While challenges persist, the country’s efforts toward dialogue, 

scientific management, and sustainable development provide a roadmap for minimizing 

disputes and fostering harmonious water governance across states. These methods and 

contingency plans reflect a broader commitment to cooperative federalism and national well-

being. 

 

 

 

 


