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Foreword

Managing water resources is one of the major challenges of our century. Nowhere could this be 
more so than for the waters emanating from the Hindu Kush Himalayas that serve over 1.3 billion 
people providing food, energy, household water supplies, and numerous other ecosystem services. 
The Hindu Kush Himalayan region is already characterized by a situation of ‘too much and too 
little’ water. Floods and droughts are already common, and the economic damage from these 
hazards is already high. Moreover, in some of the more arid areas, the situation of water scarcity is 
already being felt and is growing. In other areas, water in the rivers is seemingly abundant, but 
access to water for drinking, growing food, and obtaining energy is challenging for many rural 
people. Water access is a major concern for mountain and hill dwellers.

With a growing population, more urbanization, and increasing wealth, our demand for this 
resource is increasing. Yet with climate change, the situation of water supply remains uncertain with 
changing precipitation and snowmelt patterns. To adapt to this changing situation, well conceived 
investments are required, in addition to improvements in water governance and management. It is 
essential that more scientific results are generated and used to make more informed decisions 
about this crucial resource.

The water resources of the Hindu Kush Himalayas are a shared resource in many ways. They are 
shared between upstream and downstream users, between people and nature, and between 
countries. This shared nature of the resource brings the promise of multiple benefits, but also the 
threat of increased conflict . To realize the benefits of water resources, it is essential that there is a 
shared understanding of the resource. The South Asia Water Initiative Small Grants Program, 
whose results are reported here, was a particularly valuable exercise in that while it contributed to 
science and understanding, it also promoted a shared vision of water resource management by 
bringing researchers together from different countries in the region.

ICIMOD’s mission is to enable sustainable and resilient mountain development for improved and 
equitable livelihoods through knowledge and regional cooperation. Over the past three decades, 
ICIMOD has provided a common platform for regional cooperation where policy makers, experts, 
planners, and practitioners exchange scientific data, information, ideas, and perspectives towards 
achieving common solutions at regional levels. Water issues, along with concerns of livelihoods 
and ecosystems, are integrated across ICIMOD’s regional programmes addressing adaptation to 
change, transboundary landscapes, river basins, cryosphere and atmosphere, and regional 
information collection and sharing. ICIMOD also supports transboundary collaborative research 
among its regional member countries through its projects. 

We would like to thank the World Bank for our involvement in the South Asia Water Initiative. 
Through its Small Grants Program, a new dimension has been added to ICIMOD’s activities to 
promote new knowledge generation in the region. Through this programme we were able to 
mobilize partners to advance knowledge and regional cooperation to contribute to strategies that 
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will ultimately improve livelihoods. The programme has helped in promoting South-South 
cooperation in the HKH region for collaborative research among its knowledge institutions – a 
practice that helps to propagate regional research partnerships with multiplier effects. It has also 
helped in capacity building in those institutions on water resources research, especially in using 
climate and hydrological models for policy-relevant investigations. We hope such collaborative 
research between the institutions in different countries of the region will ultimately lead to ‘goal 
congruence’ among the different nations on issues concerning water resources development and 
management.

       David Molden, PhD
       Director General, ICIMOD
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Preface

The great rivers of South Asia – including the Indus, Ganges, and Brahmaputra that traverse 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India, Nepal, and Pakistan – are critical to 
maintaining livelihoods and ecosystems and have a vast potential for producing food and 
clean energy. Regional water cooperation on these river systems has often been hindered by 
the lack of a sound knowledge base on the availability of resources and their distribution over 
space and time, and a lack of understanding of the impacts of various drivers of change on 
the supply and demand of resources – for example, the impacts of climate change on stream 
flow variability, sedimentation, and potential GLOF events. 

The South Asia Water Initiative (SAWI) is a partnership established in 2009 between the World 
Bank and the governments of the United Kingdom, Australia, and Norway with the specific 
objective “to increase regional cooperation in the management of the Himalayan River 
systems to deliver sustainable, fair and inclusive development and climate resilience”. It was 
established as a multi-donor trust fund financed by the three governments and administered by 
the World Bank. During 2009–2013, a Small Grants Programme was included as one of the 
activities, and administered by the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development 
(ICIMOD). The idea for such a programme was conceived in 2008 at the first Abu Dhabi 
Dialogue Knowledge Forum (ADDKF) organized by the Abu Dhabi Dialogue Group, a 
partnership of senior members of government, academia, and civil society from the seven 
countries that share the rivers of the greater Himalayas, with technical support from ICIMOD. 
Participants at the Forum came from more than 50 knowledge institutions. 

Following the deliberations and subsequent discussions during the Abu Dhabi Dialogue (ADD)
meetings in 2009 and 2010, the Small Grants Programme was established to support 
knowledge generation and dissemination on the rivers of the greater Himalayas. The 
objectives of the Small Grants Programme were (a) to facilitate the quest to increase 
knowledge about water resource systems and their uses within the realm of the greater 
Himalayas, which are under particular stress from climate change and other drivers of change, 
including those arising from population and economic growth; (b) to facilitate collaboration 
among knowledge institutions from different countries sharing the rivers of the greater 
Himalayas; and (c) to support these institutions to work together in a collaborative manner. 
The priority topics of interest in the context of water resource systems and their uses were (a) 
vulnerability, adaptation and impacts of climate change, (b) integrated ecosystems and river 
basin management, including benefit sharing; (c) upstream-downstream impacts of water 
storage projects; and (d) the management of water for enhancing food security. The eligibility 
criteria required that the funded proposals include two or more knowledge institutions from 
two or more SAWI countries – Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India, Nepal, and 
Pakistan – had high relevance for river basin management and benefit sharing in the region, 
particularly in line with the priority topics of interest, and provided a spirit of regional 
cooperation and knowledge sharing. 
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The Small Grants Programme was officially launched in March 2011, when representatives of 
40 research institutions from across the seven SAWI countries convened. The launch 
programme facilitated new partnerships between knowledge institutions from different 
countries, many of which had no prior history of formal interaction. Subsequently, a call for 
proposals was made. Twenty-three of the 39 proposals received met the SGP eligibility criteria, 
and they were reviewed and ranked by international technical experts and a Technical 
Assessment Panel comprised of representatives from ICIMOD and the World Bank and the 
SAWI donor representative. The Technical Assessment Panel recommended eight proposals for 
funding; these were shared with ADD members for comments and suggestions, and 
subsequently approved. 

In this volume, we present seven research papers and a note drawing on the final technical 
reports of the eight funded projects. These are preceded by a synthesis of the key findings of 
the research papers. We have three objectives in mind for publishing these papers. First, we 
felt that they will be of interest to scientists and policymakers in the SAWI countries to the extent 
that they reflect new knowledge on regional solutions to regional problems – generated by the 
knowledge institutions in the region itself. Second, it may be of interest to scientists and 
policymakers in the region to learn about the contribution the Small Grants Programme has 
made to capacity building of the knowledge institutions for scientific and policy-relevant 
research and to developing a regional network of those institutions for collaborative research. 
Third, such a participatory process of knowledge institutions from different countries working 
on common problems of regional concern may have important implications for promoting 
regional water cooperation in the Hindu Kush Himalayan region. 
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