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HYDROPOLITICS OF CHINA TOWARDS KAZAKHSTAN:
ROLE OF TRANSBOUNDARY ILE AND ERTIS RIVER BASINS

The issue of shared water resources has a political context as touches upon the national interests of
riparian states. In recent history, there have only been a few instances of violent or hostile disputes. In
the transboundary river basins of lle, Ertis, Brahmaputra, and Mekong, China, as the upstream country,
possesses a significant role in their power dynamics. Most of the transboundary rivers originate from
Tibet and neighboring mountainous regions of China. Achieving a consensus on water distribution and
quality management continues to pose a significant hurdle for countries. The Ertis and lle rivers stand out
as the most significant among all. The trend for our neighbor is to withdraw water from these basins for a
purpose of developing the oil and gas fields, as well as cotton production in Xinjiang region.

In recent years, sharp reduction in flow along the lle River has been observed during vegetation
season, which is fraught with big problems, primarily to environment and hydropower of Kazakhstan. In
fact, China is not a member of any international water-related conventions. China’s plans for a grandiose
construction of mega-dams and water transfer projects from transboundary rivers with neighboring coun-
tries like India, Mekong states and Kazakhstan is causing political tension and misunderstandings. The
article examines China’s transboundary water management strategies using “hydro-hegemony theory” to
provide comprehensive analysis of its hydropolitics.

Key words: transboundary rivers, Ili River, Irtysh River, water security, water politics, hydro-hege-
mony.
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KbiTailabiH, Ka3akcTaHFa KaTbICTbl FTMApOCasicaTbl:
Ine xaHe EpTic TpaHcLuekapaAblk, ©3eH 6acceidHAEPiHiH POAi

EAaep apacbiHAAFbl TpaHCLIEKapaAblK, ©3eH 0acCeMHAEpPiHiH Cy pecypcTapbiH Gipirin 6ackapy
YAKEH casich MmaceAe 6OoAbIN TabbiAasbl. )KaHa TaprxTa MyHAQR KeAicneyLiAikTep 30pAbIK-30MObIAbIKKA
Hemece 9CKepu apekeTTepre 9KeAreH >karpanaap a3 emec. KbitanabiH, OpTanbik, A3usiaarbl Iae MeH
EpTic TpaHCleKkapaAblk, e3eHAepiHe, COHAaM-aK, KpiTart ©3eHAEPAIH >KOFapFbl aFblCbIHAQ OPHAAACKaH
eA 60AbIn TabbiraTbiH OHTYCTIK kaHe OHTyCTik-LUbiFbic A3usiaarbl bpaxmanytpa meH MekoHrke
KaTbICTbl TMAPOCASICATbI, XaAbIKAPAAbIK, CYy KYKbIFbIHbIH 6ip ©3eH 6accenHiHAeri eAaep apacbiHAAFbI
KaTblHACTapAaFbl GUAIK POAIH A1 A€ XeTe 6araramMaiTbiHbIH KOPCETIM OTbIP.

Tubet nen KbitanabiH, OHTYCTiK-LUbIFIC A3MsFa ipreaec 6acka TayAbl aiMaKTapbiHAQ KenTereH
TpaHCLUEKapaAbIK, 63eHAEpP, COHbIH ilwiHAe Iae meH EpTic 6actay araabl. Cyabl 66AY >K8He canacbiH
6aKpbiray 6OVMbIHLLIA KQHAFATTAHAPAbIK, KEAICIMIE KOA XKETKI3Yy YATTbIK, MEMAEKETTED YLLUiH YAKEH MBCEAe
60AbIN Kaayaa. KasakcraH meH KbiTalAbiH >KaFaaiibl 0CbiHAAM, 0Aap 1700 wWakbipbIMABIK, LieKapa
6oibIHAQ 24 e3eHA] OeAiceai, oaapAbIH iWiHAe EpTic neH lae eH, ipi kaHe MaHbI3Abl 6OAbIMN TaObIAAAbI.
Kepuimizain, 6ya 6acceiiHAEpAEH MyHail MeH ra3 KeH OpblHA@pbIH urepy, coHaai-ak, LLlbiHxkaH
ayAaHbIHAQ MAKTa BHAIPICI MakcaTbIHAQ CY aAy YPAIC XbIA CalibiH apTbiMn KEAeA|.

CoHFbl XbIAAAPbI Beretaumsi KeseHiHae IAe e3eHiHiH aFbiCbl KypT asanfaHbl 6airikaaabl, GyA
YAKEH npoGAemarapra, eH aAAbIMEH 3KOAOTUSI MEH TMAPO3HepreTuka yuiH kayinTi. LLIbiH MBHiHAE,
Kbitait 1997 XbIAFbl BYY-HbIH, XaAblKapaAblK, Cy afblHAAPbIH KeMe >KY30enTiH naiaasaHy TypaAbl
KOHBEHLIMSICbIHA KapChl AayblC 6GepreH aAemAeri yu eaaiH 6ipi 60abin Tabblraabl. HaTuxeciHae
KbiTaablH,  OYKIA 9AEMAE TEHAECI >KOK Mera-06ereTrepAi CaAy >KOHIHAEr YAbl >KOCMapAapbi,
TpaHCLUEKapaAbIK, ©3eHAEPAEH Cy Bypy >kob6aAapbl 63eH HaccenHAEPi eAAEepi apaCbIHAAFbI LUMEAEHICKEH
KaTblHAaCTapAbIH, K63iHe aiHaAyAd, MekoHr, YHAICTaH, CoHbIH, iwiHAe Ka3akcTaH CUMsSKTbl KeplLui enaep
apacbiHAQ XaHXaA dAeyeTiHiH TyblHAQYbIHA aAFbIlLAPTTApP >Kacanabl. OcbiFaH 6anAaHbICTbl MaKaAaAd
KblTalMAbIH, rMApOCasgcaTbiH er>Ken-TerkenAi TYCiHy YLUiH OHbIH TpaHCLUEKapaAblK, Cy pecypcTapblH
6ackapyfa KaTbICTbl TOCIAI «rTMAPO-TEreMOHMSI» TEOPUSIChI TYPFbICbIHAH TAAAAHFaH.

TyiiiH ce3aep: TpaHcluekapaAblK, e3eHaep, KasakctaH meH KbiTar, cy kayincisairi, cy cascartbi,
rMAPO-rereMoHus.
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'maponoantuka Kutas B otHowennn KasaxcraHa:
POAb TPaHCTPaHU4HbIX 6acceiHoB pek Mae u EpTuc

MHTErprpoBaHHOE YMNpaBAEHWE BOAHBIMM PECYpPCaMu TPaHCrpaHUUHbIX GACCEMHOB PEK MEXAY
CTpaHamu, SIBASIETCSI OFPOMHOM MOAUTUYECKONM NPoOGAemoit. B HoBelLen nctopum GbIA0 HEMHOTO CAY-
YaeB, KOrAa Takue pa3HOrAacus NMpPUBOAMAM K HACUMAMIO MAM BOEHHbIM AEMCTBUAM. [MAPO-MOAMTHMKA
KnTag B oTHOLWEHMM TpaHCrpaHMyHbIX pekax Mam n MpTbiw B LleHTpaAbHOM A3um, a Takke bpaxmany-
Tpbl 1 MekoHra B FOxxHow 1 KOro-BoctouHoi Asnm, B KOTopbix Kntai SBASETCS CTPaHOM, PAaCNOAOXKEH-
HOW B BEPXOBbSIX PeK, HarASAHO AEMOHCTPUPYET, Kak MEXAYHAPOAHOE BOAHOE MPaBO HEAOOLLEHNBaeT
POAb BAACTW B OTHOLLEHMSIX MEXKAY CTPaHaMM OAHOTO peuHoro 6acceiiHa. B Tuberte u Apyrux ropHbix
pervioHax Kuras, npuaeraiowmx Kk lOro-Boctouron Asum, 6epyT HauaAO GOAbLUMHCTBO TPAHCIPAHMY-
HbIX peK, B TOM uncae Man u MpTbiw. AOCTUXKEHME YAOBAETBOPUTEABHOIO COrAALLEHWs MO pacrpeAae-
AEHUIO BOAbI M KOHTPOAIO KauecTBa OCTAeTCsl BOAbLION NPOOGAEMON AASl HALLMOHAABbHBIX TOCYAAPCTB.
Tak o6cTont pAeao Kasaxcrana ¢ Knurtaem KoTopble pasaeAsioT 24 pekun BAOAb nx 1700-KMAOMETPOBOIA
rpaHunLbl, U3 KOTOPbIX pekn MpTbiw 1 MIAK 9BASIOTCS CaMbIMM KPYTHBIMM M 3HAUUTEAbHbIMW TeHAEHUMS
3a60pa BOAbI C 3TMX GACCENHOB CO CTOPOHbI HALLEro COCEAA C LIeAbIO Pa3paboTKM MECTOPOXKAEHMUI
Hed)TM 1 rasza, a Tak)ke XAOMKOBOro NMPon3BOACTBa B parioHe CUHBbL3SH C KaXKAbIM FTOAOM BO3pacTaeT.

B nocaeaHue roabl B nepmoa BeretalmMm oTMeYaeTcsl pe3koe cokpallleHue CToka no peke Mam, yto
ypeBaTo 6OAbLIMMK MTPOBAEMaMU, MIPEXKAE BCErO AASl SKOAOTUM 1 TuAPO3HepreTrkn. Maktuuecku, Ku-
Tan 9BASETCS OAHOM M3 TPEX CTPaH B MMpe, KoTopas nporoaocoBasa npotns KonseHumn OOH o HeHa-
BUIraLlMOHHOM MCMOAb30BaHNN MEXKAYHaPOAHBIX BOAOTOKOB OT 1997 roaa. B pesyabTaTe naanbl Kutas
Mo rPaHAMO3HOMY CTPOMTEALCTBY MEra-MAOTUH, He nMeloLLMx cebe paBHbIX MO BCEMY MUPY, MPOEKTOB
AMBEPCUU BOAbI M3 TPAHCTPAHUYUHDBIX PEK, CTAHOBATCS MCTOUYHMKOM HaMpPs>KEHHbIX OTHOLLEHWI MEXAY
CTpaHamu 6ACCeNMHOB peK, CO3AaBasi MPEAMNOCHIAKM AASl BOSHUKHOBEHMSI KOH(PAMKTHOrO NMoTeHuuMana
Me>AY COCEAHUMM CTpaHamn MekoHra, MHamm, B ToM uncae 1 KasaxcraHa. B aTon cBg3n, B cTatbe
NpoaHaAM3MpPOBaH NoAXoA KuTas B OTHOLLIEHMM yNPaBAEHUS TPAHCTPaHNMYHbIMU BOAHBIMW pecypcamm
yepes Npu3aMy Teopun “ruapo-rereMoHun” Aast 6oaee AETaAbHOrO MOHUMAHMS ero rMAPO-MOAUTUKM.

KAroueBble cAoBa: TPaHCrpaHN4HbIE PEKU, KazaxcTaH n KMTal;I, BOAHasd 6e30]'[aCHOCTb, BOAHAa4 Mno-

AUTUKA, TMAPOTrereMoHm4.

Introduction

Currently, water is an indispensable resource
and affects every aspect of life. More than 263 in-
ternational basins cover almost half of the Earth’s
surface. In addition, more than 145 riparian states
share one or more river basins. Because 263 river
basins around the globe are transboundary, interna-
tional cooperation on water between neighboring
states becomes more complex as national borders
push water issues to the political level. Transbound-
ary water resources affect the national interests of
the states sharing the river basin, giving upstream
countries greater power, thereby creating the pre-
conditions for political misunderstandings and con-
flict potential between countries.

In Southeast Asia, the Mekong and Brahmapu-
tra Rivers as well as in Central Asia’s Ile and Ertis
river basins highlights China’s superior control and
influence over downstream nations. Currently, Sino-
Kazakh relations are characterized as a comprehen-
sive strategic partnership. In addition, the issue of
transboundary water resources, which requires a

fair solution, is of strategic interest. However, one
should take into account the fact of obvious gap
between the economies of two countries. China as
the world’s second largest economy, significantly
influences Kazakhstan in various arenas, including
trade, economic relations and water resources. Ac-
cordingly, this situation makes it much more diffi-
cult to put forward any definitive proposals or con-
duct a win-win dialogue with a powerful upstream
country. Rising China as a hydro-hegemon in the
context of water scarcity remains out of the main
field of view. China has completed more than half of
the world’s 50 largest dams. China’s dam construc-
tion impacts interest of riparians (Lee, 2006). Asian
transboundary rivers of great significance originate
in China (Chellaney, 2011). The Tibetan Plateau,
being the largest source of fresh water in the world,
provides essential water resources to major Asian
rivers. Transboundary rivers such as Ertis, Ile and
the Amur River originate in China, which flow to
Kazakhstan and Russia. Ten major rivers originate
in China and flow to 11 countries. No river flows
into China from outside, which gives China a unique
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property of being an upstream state and a hydro-he-
gemon for all neighboring states (Chellaney, 2011).

Materials and research methods

This study’s approach is grounded in the per-
spectives of international and domestic scholars
specializing in China’s water diplomacy and man-
agement. The research utilized content analysis of
the 1997 UN Convention, Chinese Water Code,
strategies, and agreements, specifically those be-
tween China and Kazakhstan, in its examination of
transboundary river cooperation. Major characteris-
tics of China’s water diplomacy were identified us-
ing the method of comparative analysis of China’s
water policy towards neighboring riparian states
with which it shares a transboundary water basin,
namely the Brahmaputra, Mekong, as well as Er-
tis and Ile. General scientific research methods, in
which the authors use analysis, synthesis, induction
and deduction were applied.

In the theoretical aspect, scientific research and
concepts of foreign authors on hydro-hegemony
were of great importance for a more detailed under-
standing of China’s hydropolitics.

Literature review

Mark Zeitoun and Jeroen Warner (2005) in-
troduced the concept of hydro-hegemony to eluci-
date transboundary hydro politics. The outcome of
hydro-political relations between riparian countries
ranges from benefits derived from hegemonic coop-
eration to unfair and unequal aspects of domination.
Consequently, the outcome of control over water
resources directly depends on the form of hydro-he-
gemony established by the hydro-hegemon, usually
in favor of the most powerful actor. The upstream
state, without formal agreements, implements proj-
ects affecting the resource’s flow and quality, as
described by Waterburry (1997) as ‘active unilat-
eralism’ (Waterburry, 1997: 279). In addition, this
strategy allows for sole control with the annexa-
tion of land or construction of large-scale hydraulic
works. Containment strategy requires consideration
of the demands of other downstream countries, un-
derstanding and acceptance of generally accepted
norms regarding the sharing of cross-border re-
sources, as well as obligations to cooperate with
competitors (Zeitoun, Warner, 2005).

According to Zeitoun&Warner, hegemony can
manifest positively or negatively. Positive hegemo-
ny contributes to effective water management and
international stability for weaker nations. (Zeitoun,
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Warner, 2005). Downstream states may face ad-
verse effects despite favorable hydro-political gains
for upstream states. According to Katz D., (2011),
director of the Institute of Business and the Envi-
ronment at Tel Aviv University, power asymme-
tries occur “when riparian neighbors have unequal
political power, lack of control over decisions, and
inequitable distribution of shared water resourc-
es” (Katz, 2011). The negative form is associated
with asymmetry in the water issue, which causes
increased tensions and the potential for conflict of
higher intensity. The “Results and Discussion” sec-
tion analyzes China’s unilateral/exploitative ap-
proach to water resources of the transboundary Ile
and Ertis rivers, which establishes a dominant one.

Hydro-hegemon can establish any control over
transboundary water resources and can choose any
strategy it prefers, regardless of whether it is posi-
tive or negative. The analysis of China’s hydro-poli-
tics in the Ile and Ertis river basins was based on the
conceptual framework of hydro-hegemony in order
to test this theory. Importance of cooperative water
management for sustainable regional development,
stability, and security In Central Asia cannot be
overstated. A new interstate compromise is needed
to resolve existing contradictions (Janusz-Pawletta
B., Gubaidullina M., 2015).

However, law, dialogue and cooperation is a
beneficial tool to resolve critical situations. Accord-
ing to Stephen Conolley McCaffrey, one of the rec-
ognized authorities in the field of international water
law, a human right to water is recognized as a right
by the UN in 2010. He has also advanced critical
ideas linking water law to politics, permission con-
flicts, benefit-sharing and environmental protection,
calls for dialogue as a way out of conflict regard-
ing water resources (McCaffrey S.C. & M. Sinjela,
1997).

Results and discussion

China’s power lies significantly in controlling
the sources of most transboundary watercourses.
Ertis, Ile, Tekes, and Khorgos rivers are Kazakh-
stan’s most significant fresh water sources, flow
from China to Kazakhstan. In Xinjiang over the
past decade, around 130 hydraulic structures and 13
reservoirs have been constructed on transboundary
rivers, including new canals, dams, reservoirs and
energy sources. The use of transboundary river re-
sources between Kazakhstan and China remains un-
resolved. Forty major cross-border watersheds that
China shares with neighboring states are the source
of accusations toward China due to its domestic hy-
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dropower dam building, industrial, and agricultural
development policies. This article sheds light on
China’s water policy and its impact on relationships
with Central, South, and Southeast Asian nations re-
garding shared water resources.

China’s hydropolitics in South and Southeast
Asia is aimed at hydropower potential of the trans-
boundary water basins of the Brahmaputra and Me-
kong rivers, which are an important link for develop-
ment and well-being of Chinese economy. China’s
hydropower development on the Brahmaputra and
Mekong rivers, crucial for its economy, leads to
ecological and economic concerns downstream in
India, Bangladesh, and other non-hegemonic coun-
tries ( Hanas, 2014). India and Bangladesh, being
downstream, consider China’s water project towards
diverting water resources as a direct threat to a water
security of these states. Water shortage in Brahma-
putra will increase these problems to dangerous lev-
els. Indian side is concerned about implementation
of this project, considering Chinese water project
as a de facto declaration of war against South Asia
(Chelleney, 2011). China, having established opera-
tional control of the Brahmaputra River basin, does
not even fulfill its obligations under the Agreement
on the exchange of information regarding hydrolog-
ical data on water flows with India (Hu, 2010).

Construction of eleven huge dams on the Me-
kong River has negative impact on downstream ri-
parians. The long Mekong River originates in the Ti-
betan Plateau and flows through China to Myanmar,
Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam and Thailand. According
to Pradhan S., D., Chairman of the Joint Intelligence
Committee of India, the Mekong River provides
food security for approximately 60 million people
living in its lower basin. In 2019, the Mekong River
began to dry up, causing enormous damage to the
lower riparian states (India Times, 2023).

Vietnam, Cambodia, Laos and Thailand cooper-
ate over shared water resources under the Mekong
River Commission with the UN support. The Agree-
ment on Cooperation for the Sustainable Develop-
ment of the Mekong River Basin was signed by the
four countries. China and Myanmar, despite being
excluded from the initiative, cooperate through bi-
lateral agreements. China’s water diversion projects
and mega dam construction on transboundary rivers
are creating tensions and straining relationships with
its neighbors, most notably India, the Mekong coun-
tries, and Kazakhstan along the Ile and Ertis rivers.
China’s hydro-hegemony and the power asymmetry
in the 2001 agreement facilitate ineffective formal
negotiations for a more equitable water distribution

for Kazakhstan. The credibility of China’s cross-
border decisions hinges heavily on their context.

By implementing large-scale water transfer proj-
ects and constructing mega dams on transboundary
rivers, China engendering political tension between
its riparian neighbors. Particularly, power imbal-
ance between China and Kazakhstan hinders fair
distribution of water resources through formal ne-
gotiations, as stipulated in the 2001 agreement’s
clause safeguarding former hydro hegemony in the
Xinjiang.

It should be noted that China abstained from
voting for the 1997 UN Convention on the Non-
Navigational Uses of International Watercourses
(UN International Watercourses Convention, 1997).
As a result, China is one of three countries that
voted against the 1997 UN Convention on the Non-
Navigational Uses of International Watercourses.
Due to gaps in international water law, China as an
upstream state, manages water resources from the
shared rivers unilaterally.

China’s hydro-policy on transboundary water
resources is contrary to international water law and
multilateral cooperation with delta countries at the
institutional level. Either water remains a result/
consequence of political tensions with its neigh-
bors such as India, Russia, Kazakhstan and Nepal.
Harman Doctrine assumes China’s full control and
discretion over shared waters originating within its
territory, regardless of downstream states’ inter-
ests. The Harman Doctrine has a conflicting origin,
as a result of which it was not accepted by the inter-
national community. The doctrine is named after the
US Secretary of Justice, who substantiated the posi-
tion of the American side in the dispute with Mexico
over the waters of the Rio Grande, Colorado, and
Tijuana rivers, which originate in the United States.

Water relations between countries largely de-
pend on their general political relations. American
lawyer McCaffrey uses the example of two well-
known cases of dispute over transboundary water
issues between the explosive states of South Asia
— India and Pakistan, proved the viability of consul-
tations and involvement of recognized organizations
as an arbitrator, namely the World Bank. Pakistan
protested against the construction of Ratle and Kis-
hanganga hydroelectric power stations on the Chen-
ab River, arguing that the projects might negatively
impact the rivers’ flow. The World Bank facilitated
negotiations between India and Pakistan for a water
treaty (McCaffrey S.C., 1995).

Water relations between China and Central
Asian countries is complicated as the parties
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cannot come to a common agreement for a long
time. Although China is one of the top five coun-
tries with the largest freshwater resources, its per
capita water availability is only one-fourth of the
world average, making it one of the most water-
stressed countries in the world. China’s water
problems are exacerbated by extremely uneven
spatial distribution. Northern China, which ac-
counts for 65% of the country’s territory and 45%
of the total population, has only 17% of China’s
total freshwater resources, while Southern China
has 83% of China’s freshwater resources (Li &
Wu, 2016). China has sought to harness the water
resources of major rivers that cross Chinese bor-
ders to prevent a looming water crisis, in addition
to spending billions of dollars on domestic water
transfer projects such as the Mega South-North

KAZAKHSTAN

Lake
Balkhash

Water Diversion Project, as well as water conser-
vation and pollution control.

Water allocation issue of the transboundary
rivers Ili and Irtysh

The issue of water allocation from the Ile and
Ertis rivers is currently preventing a strategic part-
nership between Kazakhstan and China due to Chi-
na’s unilateral control of the transboundary rivers.
1,700-kilometer border between Kazakhstan and
China is home to Ertis and Ile, the two largest and
most significant rivers. The Ile and Ertis rivers origi-
nate in China, one from the Tien Shan Mountains
and the other from the Altai Mountains. The 5000-
km Ertis River is the world’s second longest, run-
ning through three major countries, including China
and Kazakhstan and Russia.

MONGOLIA

~
- Fis
2 meis? Taoma®

‘c'. Kara Irtysh-Karamay Canal

Data source: Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations:
AQUAmaps Regional and Global River Layers.

Map 1 — The Ili and Irtysh Rivers.
Source: Indicative Overview of Irtysh and Ili Rivers (1:126,600,000 approx.)

Xinjiang is oil and cotton in China, experiences
significant development and modernization fueled
by the country’s control over water resources in both
rivers. China’s western development strategy relies
on the utilization of water resources from trans-
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boundary rivers. Unilateral approach to managing
transboundary rivers causes concern for Kazakh-
stan. Implementation of China’s development strat-
egy for the western will inevitably lead to economi-
cally and environmentally negative consequences
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for Kazakhstan (Zonn 1.S., Zhiltsov S.S., Semenov
A.A., Kostyanoy A.G., 2018). In 2000 Chinese gov-
ernment order toidentified large-scale development
of Western, particularly Xinjiang Autonomous rE-
gion, as a crucial near-future strategy for reducing
development gap with the West. This strategy aims
to advance underdeveloped western areas, covering
6 regions (Gansu, Guizhou, Xinhai, Shaanxi, Sich-
uan, and Yunnan), 5 autonomous regions (Guangxi,
Inner Mongolia, Ningxia, Tibet, and Xinjiang), and
one municipality (Chongqing) (Fan, M. , Xu, J.,
Yaning, C., Li, D., & Tian, Sh. (2020). Projected
population growth from 20 to 100 million in Xin-
jiang by 2030 is integral to anticipations of rapid
development there, driven by ethnic Chinese reset-
tlement efforts to assimilate Uighur population. In
order to address water scarcity in Xinjiang’s grow-
ing population, industry, agriculture via water trans-
fer from the transboundary rivers.

Black Irtysh-Karamai and the Irtysh-Urumgqi
operate in the XUAR. Two hundred square kilo-
meters of the Lake Ulyungur’s surface area have
been expanded via the transfer of Black Irtysh water
through the Black Irtysh-Karamai canal. The Irtysh-
Urumgqi canal is designed for distributing water to
the Tarim Basin, which holds significant oil and gas
resources. In particular, Xinjiang’s oil and gas de-
velopment is a key element in development strategy
of the western regions for industrial and rapid eco-
nomic growth. Xinjiang ranks second in the country
in terms of oil production, surpassing the Shandong
region. The Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region
is the most promising territory from a geological
point of view. XUAR contains 40% of all coal in
China, and in terms of crude oil production (22.6
million tons), XUAR has been ranked first among
all other territories of the country for 15 years (Lee,
2006 The Black Irtysh-Karamay canal was con-
structed to transport water from the upper Irtysh to
the Karamay oil field region. In addition, agricul-
ture in western China, especially cotton production
of the Xinjiang, is a key area for development of
this region. However, implementation of the west-
ern development strategy, in particular the Xinjiang
Uyghur Autonomous Region, requires additional
water supply for industrial growth and the economy
as a whole. Xinjiang’s population has a tendency to
grow from 18 billion to 20 with a potential for fur-
ther increase has water resources of only, which can
provide water to 18 million people [Medeu, Mal-
kovsky, Toleubaeva, 2012].

Currently, Chinese side for Xinjiang develop-
ment and its oil industry around the city of Kara-
may, transfers about 800 million m3 of water from

the Ertis basin annually [Medeu, Malkovsky, Toleu-
baeva, 2012]. Subsequently, if China increases wa-
ter intake from Ertis by at least half a cubic meter,
then existence of the Lake Zaysan in Eastern Ka-
zakhstan will be threatened, as well as the ecological
balance of the region as a whole. Ertis River pro-
vides water to population, is a source for agricultural
and industrial development not only within its basin,
but also through the canal named after. K. Satpayev
a vast territory of low-watered Central Kazakhstan
[Medeu, Malkovsky, Toleubaeva, 2012].

Eastern Kazakhstan with the largest industrial
potential in Kazakhstan is the only region of the re-
public that does not face water shortage. Water of
Ertis system is used in an area with a population of
more than 4 million people. Reduced water avail-
ability in China which will impact the Black Irtysh’s
flow, Bukhtarma reservoirs inflow, the Lake Zai-
san’s status, Ertis water quality, among other con-
sequences heightens complexity of environmental
situation of the region as a whole.

Ertis is a source of fresh water for about four
million people in Kazakhstan. Experience of the
Syrdarya River shows that it is also possible to re-
duce capacity of the main water artery [Medeu, Mal-
kovsky, Toleubaeva, 2012]. The river also supplies
drinking water to the capital Astana, as well as three
other main cities — Karaganda, Semey and Pavlodar.

Another transboundary river of strategic impor-
tance for Kazakhstan is the Ile River. Ile River is
a major tributary to the largest in Kazakhstan the
Lake Balkhash providing up to 80% of the water in-
flow. In addition, Ile River plays a significant role in
the country’s economy. About 70% of the Ile River
flow is generated in China. Ile River provides up
into the Lake Balkhash, thanks to which the level of
the lake, the third largest endorheic reservoir on the
planet, was in an environmentally stable state and
prevented desertification processes in arid region of
Central Asia. And if China exceeds the current level
of water intake by 15%, then the Lake may repeat
the fate of the Aral (Sarsembekov T.T., A.N. Nuru-
shev, Kozhakov A.E., Ospanov M.O. (2004). Since
it is a very shallow reservoir ecosystem of the Lake
Balkhash is very vulnerable. Total volume of the
lake approximately 11 times less than the volume of
the Aral Sea before it dried out.

China’s large-scale development of Xinjiang
and the distribution of water resources from trans-
boundary Ile and Ertis rivers will cause serious and
far-reaching damage to the national economy in
East Kazakhstan, significantly affecting the econo-
my of Omsk region of Russia. Currently Ertis and
Ili Rivers are the subject of negotiations between
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Kazakhstan and China. Kazakhstan considers solv-
ing the problem of transboundary rivers as one of its
priorities in water security. Since 1998, Kazakhstan
and China have continued negotiations on the legal
status of transboundary rivers. Negotiation process
on cooperation over transboundary water resources
are held in the framework of the Bilateral Coopera-
tion Committee. Since 2003 when first meeting of
the Kazakh-Chinese Joint Commission on the Use
and Protection of Transboundary Rivers took place,
have already been held 17 meetings.

China prefers to cooperate over transboundary
water resources with its riparian neighbors sepa-
rately and on a bilateral format, even if the river
crosses the border of more than two states. Conse-
quently, negotiation process over Ertis River has
been held on a bilateral level despite the fact that the
river concern three countries at once — China, the
Russian Federation and Kazakhstan. Water level in
the Ertis River in 2023 was one of the lowest in the
last several generations. Although drought has been
identified as a contributing factor, Kazakh experts
have accused China in exacerbating the problem by
diverting excessive amounts of water from the Ertis
basin.

Accordingly, the intergovernmental Kazakh-
Russian basin agreement regulates water use of the
Ertis River between Kazakhstan and Russia. Since
2009 Kazakhstan has managed to take water issue
to a new level in order to sign a long-waiting Agree-
ment on water allocation and protection of trans-
boundary rivers. Currently, work on the approval of
a draft agreement on water allocation is being car-
ried out with variable results. However, reaching a
satisfactory agreement on the use of transboundary
rivers with China will not be easy, as China used
to delay the process of adopting the agreement and
continue s to divert the river’s flow in favor of its
national interests.

Agreement between Kazakhstan and China
on construction of a hydroelectric complex on the
transboundary Khorgos River was the most signifi-
cant result for the entire work of the commission.
According to the Agreement, which can serve as a
model for similar mechanisms on other waterways,
automatized water sharing allows the use of water
resources in equal volumes for both sides.

The study demonstrates the costs of inaction
and benefits of cooperation on water management
among countries in the region. The risks and costs
of insufficient water cooperation are significant, and
the extent and quality of water cooperation will have
a profound impact on the future development and
political stability of the region.

58

Risks of inefficient water collaboration in Cen-
tral Asia are significant. At the same time, in order
to promote cooperation in the field of transbound-
ary water management, Central Asian states should
outline partnership mechanisms at various levels
that can be strengthened. In addition, intensification
of political and water dialogue is necessary. There
are practically no regions in the world where water
diplomacy does not play an important role, includ-
ing for ensuring security. In addition, fundamental
principles of international water law, such as (1)
principle of equitable and reasonable water use, (2)
principle of “no significant harm” and (3) principle
of cooperation are prerequisite in signing agreement
on water sharing between riparian states. Via the
exchange of information and consultations, as well
as creation of joint bodies riparian states promote
cooperation over transboundary water resources
(Janusz-Pawletta B., Gubaidullina M., 2015). Cur-
rently, countries continue to develop legislative
support for all reforms in a water sector. Common
methodology and cooperation tools are required to
improve the legislative framework to improve and
strengthen transboundary water cooperation.

Conclusion

Since transboundary rivers cross the national
borders of different states, issues related to them
acquire an international and political character
(Zeitoun & Warner, 2005). Upstream are given
more extensive rights in the field of water use than
downstream riparian, whose interests are infringed
as a result of dominant control over transboundary
rivers.

China’s hydro-policy on the transboundary Ile
and Ertis rivers, where China is a hydro-hegemon,
clearly demonstrates how international water law
underestimates the role of power in relations be-
tween delta countries (Zeitoun & Warner, 2005).
China, being an upstream country has established
unilateral control over transboundary rivers in its
favor. In addition, Xinjiang intakes water resources
from the transboundary Ile and Ertis Rivers in the
framework of China’s western development strat-
egy to facilitate its economy sectors to the detriment
of Kazakhstan. In fact, China voted against the 1997
UN Convention on the Non-Navigational Uses of
International Watercourses. As a result, China’s wa-
ter policy regarding transboundary rivers is becom-
ing a source of tension between countries, creating
the preconditions for conflict potential.

The issue associated with water depletion and
pollution is of strategic importance as, out of the
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eight water basins of the republic of Kazakhstan
seven are transboundary, part of their catchment
area is located outside the country, (Medeu A.R.,
Malkovsky .M., Toleubaeva L.S., 2012). Problems
of regulating interstate water relations are of strate-
gic importance for Kazakhstan. Inconsistency in co-
operation over transboundary water resources with
neighboring states, like China, Russia, Kyrgyzstan,
Uzbekistan is one of the main threats to the water
security of the Republic of Kazakhstan

The issue of transboundary cooperation between
China and Kazakhstan in the Ile and Ertis river ba-
sins is a main priority area of Kazakhstan’s water
policy. For further cooperation it is recommended:

1. Accelerate a signing of fundamental docu-
ments on legal issues of water allocation and protec-
tion of transboundary rivers based on international
law.

2. It seems appropriate to bring a consideration
of the problem of transboundary rivers to the level

of the SCO and trilateral negotiations (Russia, Ka-
zakhstan, China).

3. It is necessary to continue a construction of
joint waterworks on transboundary rivers, which will
prevent massive water intake from the Chinese side.

4. Modernization of water management infra-
structure, introduction of advanced water-saving
technologies and digitalization of water metering
and distribution in transboundary rivers of the Re-
public of Kazakhstan.

5. The Lake Balkhash as an important geograph-
ical in accordance with the Helsinki Rules of 1997
and the principles proclaimed there should be de-
clared as object of international law.

6. The “One Belt, One Road” program is ben-
eficial to China, and within the framework of this
program, Kazakhstan must put forward a require-
ment to resolve transboundary water allocation. As
water issue over transboundary rivers is of strategic
significance for Kazakhstan’s security.
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