[image: image1.jpg]Foreign &
Commonwealth
Office




KAZAKHSTAN-CHINA: BILATERAL WATER ISSUES
KEY POINTS

· Kazakhstan is concerned over China’s management of major trans-boundary rivers that the two countries share.  But it faces a dilemma over how far to push its concerns bilaterally.
· This issue illustrates the double-edged nature of China’s rise as a regional power for the Central Asians.  
DETAIL
Much commentary is devoted to the potential for conflict over water issues in Central Asia, for the most part focusing on Uzbekistan’s disputes with its two upstream neighbours, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, over the management of trans-boundary rivers.  Less attention has historically been paid to the problems that exist over water management between Kazakhstan and China – largely due to the reluctance of both governments to discuss these matters in public.  However, the largely-unspoken Kazakh-Chinese tensions over water are arguably of equal significance, both in terms of their potential environmental impact and as a source of political friction bilaterally (and, indeed, trilaterally as well, given the partial involvement of Russia). 
What’s the problem?
Two major rivers that flow into eastern Kazakhstan – the Ili and the Irtysh
 – originate in the Xinjiang autonomous region of Western China.  Both are strategically vital waterways for Kazakhstan – the Irtysh is the main source of water for around 4 million residents of northern Kazakhstan (i.e. a quarter of the country’s population) and also offers an important trade route to Russia during the summer months when it is navigable; whilst the Ili provides over 80% of the inflow into Lake Balkhash, a vital source of water supply for south-eastern Kazakhstan (including its largest city Almaty). 

Xinjiang, where the two rivers rise, is undergoing rapid economic growth (currently around 12% per annum) as part of a wider strategy of developing western China pursued by Beijing over the last decade.  Under this strategy, the Chinese authorities have invested heavily in expanding the region’s industrial base and infrastructure, and also in encouraging the expansion of its population (largely as a result of an influx of Han Chinese from elsewhere in the country, thus diluting the potentially sensitive presence of the region’s minority groups, most notably the restive native community of Uighurs, a Muslim nation closely related to the Central Asian peoples).  Xinjiang’s population is currently estimated at around 22 million, up from only 16 million as recently as the mid-1990s.

Xinjiang’s rapid expansion has inevitably generated significant pressure on water demand in what is naturally one of one of China’s driest regions.  Consequently, over the last decade China has begun systematically to draw increasing volumes of water from the sections of the Ili and Irtysh rivers located on its territory.  In the late 1990s, construction was completed of a canal linking the Irtysh to the city of Karamay (centre of Xinjiang’s strategically important, albeit ageing oil industry), and a further expansion of its capacity is planned by the end of this decade.  At present, it’s estimated that China diverts up to 30% of the Irtysh’s headwaters to this internal canal, a figure predicted to rise to 40% by 2020.  A similar dynamic is evident in relation to the Ili river, where the construction of several hydro-power plants and reservoirs on the Chinese side has led to a rapid dwindling over the last decade of water inflows into Lake Balkhash, a tendency which is continuing.

This overall picture has given rise to concern in Kazakhstan for many years, although few within government are prepared to say so in public.  Kazakh activists have frequently warned of an impending catastrophe in relation to Lake Balkhash, with some predicting that it risks being transformed into a ‘second Aral Sea’
, with devastating consequences for the local environment.  Aside from concerns over the reduced volumes of water carried by both rivers, there have been repeated complaints expressed by Kazakh NGOs over a serious reduction in water quality in both cases – a direct consequence of the rapid industrialisation of Xinjiang, which has led to increased levels of toxic pollutants in the water flow reaching Kazakhstan. 

How are these issues being addressed?
China (unlike Kazakhstan) is not a signatory to the 1992 International Convention on the Protection and Use of Trans-boundary Watercourses and International Lakes, whose member-states undertake to take due account of trans-boundary impacts in their domestic water management practices.  Instead, the main official basis for dialogue in this area is a bilateral agreement on ‘co-operation in the sphere of the usage and protection of trans-boundary rivers’ signed by China and Kazakhstan in 2001.  A Joint Commission was set up to oversee this agreement, and has convened annually over the last decade. Information on its work is scare, beyond official confirmations of the fact of its meetings.  Some indications exist that limited progress has been made, notably on the issue of water quality, on which a separate bilateral agreement was signed in February 2011.   Several commentators have commented, however, that the original 2001 document is ambiguously worded and insufficiently stringent, from the Kazakh standpoint, in obliging China to respect Kazakhstan’s water security needs when implementing its plans for the future economic development of Xinjiang
.   

The question of trans-boundary water management was raised during Kazakh President Nazarbayev’s visit to Beijing in April 2013.  Prior to this, he has himself occasionally referred in public, albeit obliquely, to Kazakhstan’s concerns in this area
.  By common consent, however, the Kazakh authorities have little negotiating leverage to deploy over this issue, given China’s greater size and power, and also its already significant and still-growing role as a trade & investment partner for Kazakhstan. This has not prevented Kazakh oppositionists and civic activists from criticising Astana’s perceived inactivity over bilateral water issues– among the most vocal critics being Murat Auezov, Kazakhstan’s first Ambassador to Beijing and one of the country’s leading Sinologists, who has in the past publicly described China’s approach to management of the Ili and Irtysh as ‘genuine water blackmail’.

The Chinese Domestic Dimension 

These tensions need to be seen in the wider context of China’s increasingly urgent need to address a growing nationwide shortage of water.  Consequently, Beijing is reluctant to enter into obligations with neighbouring states that would constrain its freedom to manage its domestic water resources as it see fit.  This has also caused significant bilateral tensions with India over management of the trans-boundary Brahmaputra River and with China’s south-east Asian neighbours over its construction of dams affecting water flows into the trans-border Mekong river delta.  Beijing’s stance towards water co-operation with Kazakhstan is thus very much part of a broader policy towards dealings with China’s neighbours in this area.

The Multilateral Dimension
These problems are a concern for Russia as well as Kazakhstan.  The Irtysh river flows through Kazakhstan and onwards into the Ob basin in Russia, constituting an important water source for the Omsk oblast of southern Siberia, as well as for northern Kazakhstan.  A reduction in its carrying capacity and increasing pollution levels in its waters are thus a threat to Russia’s water security as well as Kazakhstan’s.  In 2011, then-President Medvedev publicly called for the elaboration of a trilateral Sino-Kazakh-Russian approach towards resolving these issues
.

The obvious platform for such a dialogue to take place would appear to be offered by the Shanghai Co-operation Organisation (SCO), a multilateral forum ostensibly designed to promote co-operation across a range of areas, of which all three countries are members.  There is, however, no indication of trans-boundary water management issues ever having been raised within the SCO framework as a topic for discussion between the three.  
Conclusion
This issue exemplifies the double-edged nature for Kazakhstan and the other Central Asian states of China’s meteoric rise over the last decade as a regional economic power.  On the one hand, this has provided the Central Asians with a hugely significant new export market and source of inward investment, thus allowing them to reduce their previous over-reliance (in their own perception) on Russia.  At the same time, the rapidity of China’s development brings with it certain security threats to the region, which the region’s governments are struggling to deal with.










� Known in Chinese as the ‘Yili’ and ‘Erqisi’ respectively.


� The Aral Sea, located between western Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, has since the 1960s gradually declined to barely 10% of its original size, as a result of the diversion of water from its main supporting rivers for irrigation purposes.  The Sea’s desiccation has caused enormous environmental damage in its surrounding area.


� For example, Article 4 of the 2001 agreement states that ‘neither party shall limit the other in rationally using and protecting the water resources of trans-boundary rivers, taking mutual interests into consideration.’


� ‘One cannot say that Sino-Kazakh co-operation is developing exclusively in a positive direction.  There are specific issues on which we need right now to find a solution and achieve a compromise.’ (Nursultan Nazarbayev, 22 December 2006)


� ‘As regards the protection and restoration of (trans-boundary) rivers, the situation is indeed a difficult one… We need to think about joint programmes, but we need also to involve in this work our neighbours, who share a joint responsibility with us for the environmental situation – I mean our partners from the People’s Republic of China.’ (President Dmitry Medvedev, speaking at inter-regional forum on Russo-Kazakh co-operation, 11 September 2009)





