
The Indus Forum
Collaborative research and knowledge  
support on the Indus River Basin 

What is the Indus Forum? 
The Indus Forum is a multi-stakeholder platform that brings 
together leading governments and academic and research 
institutions from the four riparian countries of the Indus 
River basin – Afghanistan, China, India, Pakistan – to address 
knowledge gaps in water resource management, and to inform 
policy makers about basin-wide water availability, its potential 
impacts on communities, and possible adaptation strategies.

The Indus Forum is composed of climate change and 
adaptation research specialists and practitioners who are 
working to increase policy support for stronger climate 

change adaptation within the riparian countries of the Indus 
River Basin. We do this through collaborative research and 
knowledge support on water and cooperation.  

The Forum emerged from the regional Abu Dhabi Dialogues 
in 2008 in response to the urgent need to promote regional 
cooperation and collaborative management of the basin’s 
water resources through knowledge sharing and evidence-
based policy making. The Forum draws strength from its 
50 member organizations from the four countries and 
international organizations working in the basin. Collectively, 
the Forum possesses a wide range of expertise in climate and 
water issues to enable scientific and evidence-based decision-
making holistic policy responses.

Since 2019, the International Centre for Integrated Mountain 
Development (ICIMOD) has been the Secretariat of the Forum, 
coordinating programme activities and providing secretarial and 
administrative support. ICIMOD is a regional intergovernmental 
learning and knowledge sharing centre serving the eight 
regional member countries of the Hindu Kush Himalaya: 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India, Myanmar, Nepal, 
and Pakistan.



Why the need for a forum?
The Forum aims to address present and emerging issues 
related to water and water diplomacy within the basin. As 
many parts of the basin are water-stressed, researchers expect 
permanent water scarcity unless solutions can be devised  
and implemented. The poor will be the most vulnerable to 
these effects. 

High population growth, endemic poverty, rapid urbanization, 
industrialization, environmental degradation, inefficient water 
use, and challenges of transboundary governance in the basin 
add layers of complexity to water resource management – 
all of which is compounded by climate change. The annual 
renewable water availability per capita is expected to decrease 
from an estimated 1329 m3 to below 750 m3 by 2050, as the 
overall basin population increases from below 300 million to 
around 380 million inhabitants.
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Significance of the forum 
The Forum intends to undertake a joint research programme 
to develop a framework for integrated basin-wide water 
resource assessments under a changing climate in the Indus 
basin – the first of its kind to provide this analysis regarding 
climate change impacts as they affect the water, energy and 
food security nexus. The Forum will develop various adaptation 
strategies, incorporating all relevant processes within the basin 
at appropriate temporal and spatial resolutions that enable 
access to much-needed financial resources and ensure the 
best use of limited national resources available for climate 
action, and facilitate informed decision-making for sustainable 
management of the Indus basin’s water resources.

Basin-level approaches encourage cross-border cooperation 
in which evidence-based research can be shared and solutions 
proactively developed through informed policy that accounts 
for multi-level needs regarding water management (e.g., 

agricultural, industrial, and domestic). Furthermore, such 
joint research provides a strong added value for leveraging 
resources, pooling expertise across sectors, generating richer 
and more valid data, and promoting discoveries in a more 
efficient and cost-effective manner.

The joint research will guide policy makers in the basin 
to devise informed adaptation strategies for sustainable 
development of water resources. It will also identify the most 
relevant climate factors, the most plausible future climate 
change scenarios, and the links between hydrologic processes, 
ecosystems and societal impacts. The research will also 
strengthen existing monitoring systems, encourage basin-wide 
knowledge sharing among stakeholders, and strengthen the 
capacity of the stakeholders in the basin countries to sustain 
such research in the future.

There are also significant knowledge gaps regarding snow, 
glaciers, hydrology and water management at a basin scale. 
Researchers and government agencies from the four riparian 
countries have been unable to link their findings to create  
a full picture of the challenges and opportunities in the I 
ndus basin.

Lack of cooperation between countries could lead to poorly-
formed policy decisions or may result in maladaption. The 
absence of formal partnerships between scientists and 
policymakers from the countries could foster  an air of mistrust, 
hampering potential  generation of basin-wide planning 
that incorporates high-level and grassroot contributions to 
promote more appropriate water management solutions. 
Furthermore, issues of gender and social inclusion draw very 
little consideration in current water resource research  
and development.

Indus basin area covers 
1,116,350 sq km

The Indus Basin at a glance1

There are 52 potentially dangerous glacial lakes 
in the basin that can significantly impact human 
settlements and related infrastructure like dams, 
and bridges downstream

The Indus river feeds the  
Indus Basin Irrigation System, 
the world’s largest contiguous 
irrigation system. 

The Indus has 27 major 
tributaries, including the Beas, 
Chenab, Jhelum, Ravi, and Sutlej

12th largest river

The basin has 18,495 glaciers 
covering 21,193 km2, containing 
an estimated 2,696 km3 of ice, 
accounting for 44% of the total ice 
reserves in the HKH

The Indus is the 

in the world, originating near  
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268 million people depend on 
the basin as their key source for 
agriculture, energy, household 
consumption and energy use



Work packages 
The joint research contains four work packages and the following lead coordinators will coordinate implementation: 

Work packages Lead coordinators Key activities

Baseline observations University of Kashmir, India
Karakorum International University, Pakistan

Hydromet data analysis
Benchmark glaciers
Streamflow partitioning

Climate change scenarios Pakistan Metrological Department
Jawaharlal Nehru University, India
Institute of Tibetan Plateau, CAS, China

High resolution climate change predictions
Glacio-hydrological modeling

Climate change 
adaptation

The Energy and Resource Institute, India
Water Resource Department, Ministry of Energy and Water, 
Government of Afghanistan, Afghanistan

 Water, food, energy impacts
 Adaptation strategies

Capacity building and 
knowledge exchange

Chinese Academy of Sciences Master’s course
Specialized trainings

The work packages include the following key activities:

• Establish long-term monitoring sites in Afghanistan, China, 
India and Pakistan to better understand the spatial and 
temporal patterns of weather, snowpack, glacier mass 
balance and black carbon throughout the Upper Indus 
Basin (UIB)

• Develop scenarios to understand climate change impacts 
on glaciers and water resources in the UIB

• Assess potential impacts of plausible future scenarios of 
cryosphere and climate change on water, energy and food 
supply/demand

• Utilize insights from all the activities to construct and 
develop robust adaptation strategies using a sophisticated 
modelling framework

• Build capacity of human resources in the basin

• Disseminate and share information through the 
programme with relevant parties

The joint research program consists of a Steering Committee 
and a Review Committee to provide advisory support and to 
monitor quality of the Forum’s research respectively.

Members of the Indus Forum

AFGHANISTAN 
Kabul University
Kabul Polytechnic University 
Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock
Ministry of Foreign Affairs
National Environmental Protection Agency
Water Resource Department, Ministry of Energy and Water
National Water Affairs Regulation Authority (NWARA)

CHINA
China Meteorological Administration, Chinese Academy  
of Sciences(CAS) 
Global Environmental Institute
Institute of Tibetan Plateau Research/CAS
Kunming University
Yunnan University

INDIA
Central University of Rajasthan
Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology
Jawaharlal Nehru University
Ministry of Environment Forests and Climate Change
State Council of Science Technology & Environment (SCSTE) 
TERI School of Advanced Studies
The Celestial Earth
The Energy and Resource Institute
University of Kashmir

PAKISTAN
Aga Khan Rural Support Programme
Hashoo Foundation
International Water Management Institute
Karakorum International University
Lahore University of Management Sciences
Mehran University of Engineering and Technology
Ministry of National Food Security and Research
Ministry of Planning, Development & Reform
Pakistan Metrological Department
Pakistan Water & Power Development Authority
The Asia Foundation 
US-Pakistan Center for advanced studies in water
Water Environment Forum
WWF – Pakistan

GERMANY
University of Bonn

UNITED KINGDOM
Newcastle University

USA

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
Harvard Kennedy School

OTHERS
Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial Research Organisation (CSIRO)
International Centre of Excellence in Water Resources Management  
( ICE WaRM)
International Water Management Institute (IWMI)
The Third Pole

Expected outcomes
The evidence generated by the research is expected to provide 
valuable guidance for viable interventions to government 
agencies, donors, research agencies, academic institutions, 
investors, social entrepreneurs, and offer opportunities for 
innovaton, deployment of new technologies, and “evidence-
led” investments in the basin. 

The interventions are expected to have following outcomes: 

i) Basin countries establish long-term monitoring sites 
equipped to better understand the spatial and temporal 
patterns of weather, snowpack, glacier mass balance and 
black carbon throughout the UIB

ii) Basin countries assess potential impacts of plausible future 
scenarios of cryosphere and climate changes on water, 
energy and food supply/demand

iii) Scenarios are used for water resources planning in the 
basin and develop robust adaptation strategies
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Call to donors
We are seeking financial resources to enable this joint work 
on better understanding the impacts of climate change in 
the Indus River Basin and developing adaptive and resilient 
solutions for dealing with these impacts. Your support will 
not only fortify vulnerable livelihoods for 268 million people 
in one of the poorest regions of the globe, but will also enable 
the design, testing, and promotion of solutions that can be 

adapted in other rivers basins facing similar climate risks and 
challenges. The climate crisis is upon us, and the time to act is 
now.

The Forum will undertake joint research in phases, with the 
first phase spread over a period of five years with the intention 
to extend the programme for a second phase of another 
five years. The total estimated budget for the first phase is 
approximately USD 7 million. 


