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Abstract. The article analyzes the history of the management of transboundary water resources
among the states of Central Asia over the period from 1991 to 2025. The study examines the
institutional legacy of the centralized water—energy system formed during the Soviet era and the
evolution of regional mechanisms in the post-independence period. The main focus is on the
diplomatic processes surrounding the Interstate Commission for Water Coordination (ICWC), the
International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS), and the issue of the Rogun Hydropower Plant.

Introduction. Central Asia is one of the most distinctive regions in the world,
its economic and social life having taken shape around the basins of two large
transboundary rivers — the Amu Darya and the Syr Darya. This territory is regarded
as one of the centers of the ancient civilizations of artificial irrigation, and the
tradition of the collective use of water resources has a history of millennia. However,
the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1991 confronted the regional water-management
system with profound structural change: a single basin, previously governed from
the center in Moscow, was divided along the borders of the new independent states,
and each republic was compelled to treat the resource from the standpoint of its own
national interests.

The aim of this article is to study the institutional evolution of water resources
management in Central Asia in 1991-2025 from a historical-chronological
perspective. The subject of the study is the transformation of the management
structures inherited from the Soviet era, the formation of new interstate mechanisms,
and the question of their effectiveness. The scholarly novelty of the study lies in the
fact that phenomena examined separately in many works — the ICWC, IFAS, the
Rogun issue, and bilateral agreements — are analyzed within the framework of a
single historical process, in connection with the rotation of state leaders and changes
in the political climate. The sources used include official interstate documents,
official publications of the ICWC and IFAS, and contemporary Western and
regional academic literature.
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Main part. The twentieth-century configuration of water resources
management in Central Asia was formed mainly during the Soviet period. At the
apex of the management system stood the USSR Ministry of Land Reclamation and
Water Management (Minvodkhoz), which planned the use of water resources
centrally across the entire Union. Initially the “Central Asian Water Management
Administration” (SredAzVodkhoz) operated in the region; later, although each
union republic established its own Minvodkhoz, their powers were largely confined
to implementing the decisions of Moscow’s central bodies'. The distribution of
water was carried out on the basis of strict administration across republics,
provinces, and districts.

The central logic of the system rested on a peculiar “water—energy
compensation” mechanism: the upstream states — Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan —
released water in summer to irrigate the cotton fields of the downstream countries,
and in return received gas, coal, and electricity in winter from Kazakhstan,
Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. This barter, organized by Moscow, was intended to
ensure each territory’s specialization in a particular sector and their mutual
interdependence, and all of it was regulated centrally. Cotton production was
regarded as a strategic task and was extensively expanded at the expense of irrigated
areas, which culminated in a global ecological catastrophe — the desiccation of the
Aral Sea.

At the end of the 1980s, the internal contradictions of the system became
clearly perceptible. The Aral crisis, the policy of glasnost, and the rising ecological
movements in the republics demanded a reconsideration of management. On 10
September 1987, the Scientific-Technical Council under the USSR Minvodkhoz
examined a new master scheme for the integrated use and protection of the water
resources of the Amu Darya basin and approved it on 3 December as Protocol No.
566%. This document established annual water-withdrawal limits for the republics
and subsequently remained a legal legacy into the independence period.

On 27 August 1987, by order of the Minvodkhoz, the Amu Darya Basin
Administration (Uprvodkhoz “Amu Darya”) was established in Urgench; soon
afterward a similar structure was created for the Syr Darya. The two Basin Water
Organizations (Amu Darya and Syr Darya) were aimed at introducing the principle
of management at the scale of the river basin, regardless of administrative
boundaries. Although Turkmenistan declined to transfer the head intake structure of

'Olimov K. The water resources management system in Central Asia during the Soviet period // Central Asian
Studies. — Tashkent, 2018. — No. 3. — P. 45-47.

2Protocol No. 566. Meeting of the Scientific-Technical Council of the USSR Ministry of Land Reclamation and Water
Management of 10 September 1987. Approved by Minister N. F. Vasiliev on 3 December 1987. Available at:
http://www.cawater-info.net (accessed 15.06.2026).
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the Karakum Canal to joint management, these organizations in practice became the
central link of the regional hydraulic infrastructure’. In 1990 the USSR Minvodkhoz
was abolished and replaced by the state trust “VodStroy,” but the republican
minvodkhozes were preserved and served as the necessary personnel and technical
base for the institutional changes of subsequent years.

With the formal collapse of the Soviet Union at the end of 1991, the five
republics of Central Asia became, overnight, the heirs of a single but fragmented
water system. Two paths lay before the new states: either, unable to reach agreement
with one another, each would seize the infrastructure on its own territory and pursue
an independent policy, or they would form new interstate mechanisms in order to
preserve, politically, the existing integrity of the basin. Given the prevailing
situation and the demands of the time, the second path was chosen.

On 18 February 1992, in Almaty, the ministers of water management of
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan signed the
“Agreement on Cooperation in the Joint Management, Use, and Protection of Water
Resources from Interstate Sources™. The agreement created the legal foundation of
regional water policy and institutionalized the cooperation mechanism of the five states.

On the basis of this agreement, the Interstate Commission for Water
Coordination (ICWC) was established. The Commission’s Statute was signed in
Tashkent on 5 December 19923, The ICWC is a collegial body composed of the
water ministers of the five states on the basis of equal representation, and the “Amu
Darya” and “Syr Darya” basin water organizations were retained as its executive
structures. The Scientific-Information Center (SIC ICWC) was located in Tashkent.
Thus, in the very first year of independence, the former Soviet structures were
transferred to a new interstate legal foundation.

On 26 March 1993, in the city of Kyzylorda, the leaders of the five states signed
the agreement on joint actions on the problems of the Aral Sea and approved the
Statute of the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS)*. It was established
that the leadership of the Fund would rotate among the presidents of Central Asia
every three years. In April 1993, the President of Kazakhstan N. Nazarbayev was
elected the first president of IFAS.

'Dukhovny V.A., Sokolov V.I. Integrated Water Resources Management: Experience and Lessons Learned from
Central Asia. — Tashkent: SIC ICWC, 2003. — P. 23-25.

2Agreement between the Central Asian states on cooperation in the joint use and protection of water resources from
interstate sources. Almaty, 18 February 1992. Official text: http://www.icwc-aral.uz/statute 1 .htm

3Statute of the Interstate Commission for Water Coordination of Central Asia (ICWC). Tashkent, 5 December 1992.
Official publication: http://www.icwc-aral.uz/statute]12.htm

“Agreement of the heads of the Central Asian states on the establishment of the International Fund for Saving the Aral
Sea (IFAS). Kyzylorda, 26 March 1993. // International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea. Establishment History. URL:
http://www.ifas.kz
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On 20 September 1995, in the city of Nukus, the leaders of the five states
adopted the Declaration on the Sustainable Development of the Aral Sea Basin'.
The document recognized at the regional level the principles of international water
law, including those of equitable and reasonable use and of “causing no significant
harm.” On 28 February 1997, in Almaty, the structure of the Fund was reorganized:
the Interstate Council for the Aral Sea (ICAS) was merged with IFAS, and the IFAS
Executive Committee was created as a single executive structure?. This step was
aimed at simplifying the regional management system.

Another important step of the first decade was the trilateral agreement between
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan on the use of the water and energy
resources of the Syr Darya basin, signed in Bishkek on 17 March 19983. The
agreement was an attempt to restore, under new conditions, the Soviet-era water—
fuel compensation mechanism: it was established that upstream Kyrgyzstan would
receive gas, coal, and electricity in return for releasing water in summer. In practice,
however, this mechanism proved unstable and did not operate regularly under the
influence of market prices and political tensions. In 1994—1997, the “Aral Sea Basin
Program” (ASBP-1) was implemented under IFAS; its total budget amounted to
approximately USD 60.8 million, of which USD 22.25 million was allocated by the
World Bank®. The program covered ecological stabilization, water resources
management, and socio-economic development.

In the first decade of independence, the role of international organizations
should also be specially noted. The World Bank, the United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP), GTZ (the German agency for technical cooperation), the
European Union’s TACIS program, and other donor structures made an important
contribution to the financing and institutional strengthening of regional water
management. In particular, with the support of the GEF (Global Environment
Facility) and the World Bank, the “Water and Environmental Management” project
was implemented in 1997-2002, creating conditions for raising the technical
capacity of the ICWC structures and for introducing digital databases and a
monitoring system. At the same time, specialists have noted that a large part of the
international assistance was spent on consulting and training rather than on the repair

'Nukus Declaration. Statement of the Central Asian states and international organizations on the problems of
sustainable development of the Aral Sea basin. Nukus, 20 September 1995.

2Decision of the heads of the Central Asian states on the reorganization of the structure of IFAS. Almaty, 28 February
1997.

3Agreement between Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Uzbekistan on the use of the water and energy resources of the
Syr Darya basin. Bishkek, 17 March 1998.

4Aral Sea Basin Program-1 (ASBP-1) 1994-1997. The total budget amounted to USD 60.8 million, of which USD
22.25 million was allocated by the World Bank. Source: International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea,
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea
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of infrastructure, and that differences existed between donor requirements and
regional needs.

The 2000s were a complex period in Central Asian water relations. The
economic and political paths of the states began to diverge, national interests were
placed above regional cooperation, and the existing institutional mechanisms proved
unable to respond to the heightened tensions. The central point of conflict of this
period was the Rogun Hydropower Plant project on the Vakhsh River, begun in the
Soviet era. The project had been proposed in 1959 and its construction begun in
1976, but after 1991 it halted, and a flood in 1993 destroyed a large part of the
existing structure. In 2004, the government of Tajikistan signed a contract with the
Russian company “RUSAL” to complete the project, but in 2007 the contract was
annulled owing to disagreements over ownership and technical parameters. On 29
October 2016, the President of Tajikistan E. Rahmon officially relaunched the
construction.

The strongest opposition to the project was expressed by Uzbekistan. Tashkent
was concerned that a high dam built upstream on the Vakhsh would reduce the flow
of the Amu Darya and harm the country’s cotton economy and food security. In
September 2012, at a summit in Astana, I. Karimov warned about water issues in
the region and stated that such disputes could lead to military conflict!. This
statement remained one of the highest points of tension in the region and attracted
the attention of the international community.

At the technical level, the World Bank conducted an independent study (TEAS
and ESIA) in 2010-2014 to assess the Rogun project. The results of the study
created a distinctive legal-factual basis for the positions of both Tajikistan and
Uzbekistan and prepared the ground for dialogue in subsequent years. At the same
time, although in 2008 a draft Statute aimed at including in the ICWC’s mandate
procedures for notification about the construction of new hydraulic structures with
transboundary impact was prepared, it was not adopted owing to disagreements
among the states®. This institutional gap pointed to the weakness of the regional
legal base.

At the same time, IFAS continued its work at the official level: summits were
held in Dushanbe in 2002 and in Almaty in 2009, and ecological-economic projects
were implemented within the Aral Sea Basin Programs ASBP-2 (2003-2010) and
ASBP-3 (2011-2015). In April 2009, IFAS received observer status at the United

'Karimov I.A. Speech at the Astana summit. / “Reuters,” 7 September 2012. See also: International Crisis Group.
End the Weaponisation of Water in Central Asia. Bishkek/Brussels, 2018.

2Statute of the Interstate Commission for Water Coordination of Central Asia, revised draft (2008). The document
was not adopted. Analysis: Frontiers in Climate, 2023, Vol. 5, Art. 1284400.
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Nations General Assembly (resolutions A/RES/63/133 and subsequent ones). At the
practical level, however, regional cooperation stalled: in the first half of the 2010s
the IFAS summits of the five heads of state were interrupted, ICWC decisions were
often not fully implemented, and coldness in bilateral relations intensified.

The year 2016 — the coming to power of Sh. Mirziyoyev as the leader of
Uzbekistan — became a fundamental turning point in regional water relations. The
new leadership proclaimed the principle of “good neighborliness” and constructive
dialogue. In Mirziyoyev’s speech at the 72nd session of the UN General Assembly
on 19 September 2017, the inseparable interconnection of the issues of water, peace,
and security was emphasized, and he indicated that there was no objection to an
approach that takes into account the interests of the states of the region!. This speech
presented the new conception of Uzbekistan’s water policy on the international
stage.

On 9-10 March 2018, Mirziyoyev made a state visit to Dushanbe and held
negotiations with President E. Rahmon?. During the visit, more than ten documents
were signed on simplifying the border, water, trade, and visa regimes; relations
between the two states rose to a qualitatively new stage. Uzbekistan stated its
readiness to purchase electricity generated by Rogun, and practical contracts were
subsequently concluded on this matter.

The meeting of the Council of the Founding States of IFAS held in
Turkmenbashi on 24 August 2018 was also of great importance®. The meeting
revived the high-level IFAS dialogue, which had been suspended since 2009. In the
joint communiqué adopted at the meeting, the states of Central Asia agreed to
continue cooperation in overcoming the Aral crisis and to develop the Aral Sea
Basin Program-4 (ASBP-4). That same year, a Memorandum of Cooperation was
signed between the ICWC and the Interstate Commission for Sustainable
Development (ICSD), creating a legal basis for coordination between the two
branches*.

The construction of the Rogun project also accelerated. The plant’s first
hydropower unit was put into operation in November 2018 and the second in
September 2019; in July 2022, the Italian company “Webuild” began work as the

'Mirziyoyev Sh.M. Speech at the 72nd session of the UN General Assembly. New York, 19 September 2017. Official
text: website of the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan, https://president.uz

2State visit of the President of the Republic of Uzbekistan Sh. Mirziyoyev to Tajikistan. Dushanbe, 9—10 March 2018.
// Eurasianet, 12 March 2018.

3Meeting of the Council of the Founding States of IFAS. Turkmenbashi, 24 August 2018. Joint communiqué. // ICWC
official website, http://www.icwc-aral.uz/ifas.htm

“Memorandum of Cooperation between the ICWC and the Interstate Commission for Sustainable Development
(ICSD). 2018. Source: OECD, Central Asia Water Management Report, 2020.
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main contractor for the construction of the remaining four units'. The World Bank,
the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, and the Asian
Infrastructure Investment Bank began to direct investment to the project, which was
directly connected with the new approach of Tashkent and Dushanbe.

On 14-15 September 2023, a summit of the Council of the Heads of the
Founding States of IFAS was held in the city of Dushanbe, and the Dushanbe
Statement was adopted?. The document noted the issues of ensuring regional water
and energy security under conditions of climate change, the equitable distribution
of water resources, and the ecological restoration of the Aral region. In 2025,
Uzbekistan and Tajikistan signed an agreement to jointly begin the construction of
two hydropower plants on the Zarafshan River — an event that would have been
unimaginable a decade earlier®. On 22 April 2026, the IFAS summit held in Astana
and the Astana Statement confirmed, within the framework of the regional
ecological summit, the political course toward jointly resolving issues of climate,
water, and sustainable development®.

The history of water resources management in Central Asia in 1991-2025
consists of a peculiar mixture of institutional continuity and political variability. The
centralized system formed in the Soviet era did not collapse together with
independence: on the contrary, its main structures, water-withdrawal limits, and
technical standards were transferred to a new interstate legal base. The 1992 Almaty
agreement and the establishment of the ICWC, together with the 1993 Kyzylorda
agreement and the emergence of IFAS, created the fundamental model of regional
cooperation.

Institutional form by itself, however, does not guarantee the effectiveness of
cooperation. The experience of 2000—2016 showed that the political will of state
leaders and the general climate of bilateral relations are the decisive factor in the
operational activity of regional mechanisms.

A historical analysis of the evolution of regional water relations leads to the
following conclusions. First, the technical-institutional base formed in the Soviet
era remained the principal instrument of management in the independence period as
well, and the impossibility of abandoning it was confirmed. Second, the regional
mechanisms created to balance the interests of the five national states (ICWC, IFAS)

IThe first unit of the Rogun HPP was put into operation in November 2018, the second in September 2019. The Italian
company “Webuild” began construction of the remaining four units in July 2022. Source: Wikipedia, Rogun Dam
(last edited 2026).

2Meeting of the Council of the Founding States of IFAS and the Dushanbe Statement. Dushanbe, 14—15 September
2023.

3Joint statement on the start of construction of two HPPs on the Zarafshan River by Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, 2025.
// Frontiers in Water, 2025, 13:1680799.

“Astana summit of the Council of the Founding States of IFAS and the Astana Statement. Astana, 22 April 2026.
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demonstrated their effect. Third, bilateral diplomacy — especially the
rapprochement between Uzbekistan and Tajikistan, and between Uzbekistan and
Kyrgyzstan — became the foundation for the strengthening of multilateral

cooperation. Fourth, the success of regional water policy must be addressed
simultaneously not only in legal-institutional but also in economic (the energy
sector, irrigation efficiency) and ecological (climate change, glaciers) dimensions.
The period after 2016 demonstrated that political will can revive regional
diplomacy. The approach of the Mirziyoyev era shows the dynamic of a transition
from conflict to cooperation. At the same time, existing problems — climate change,
the melting of glaciers, the construction of the Qosh-Tepa Canal in Afghanistan, and
the financial fragility of the water—energy system — demand new institutional
solutions. The history of water management in Central Asia shows that, even in its
new historical stage, the region must regard the issue of water resources as the center
of political peace and economic development, and must continue along this path.
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