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The Indus Waters Treaty Abeyance

India’s invocation of “abeyance” is a strategic move rooted in security concerns, but one that departs
sharply from six decades of cooperative water diplomacy. While it grants tactical freedoms, it also
undermines treaty norms, risks retaliation, and places Pakistan at existential risk over its water lifeline.

India argued that the security environment prevented it from exercising its treaty rights in good faith,

prompting the decision

The Indus Waters Treaty contains no clause for unilateral suspension or exit. Any termination requires
mutual consent between India and Pakistan

In June 2025, the Permanent Court of Arbitration rejected India’s abeyance claim, affirming that the
tribunal retains jurisdiction and that IWT remains in force under its dispute resolution framework
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Indus Waters Commission a success story

®Once every five years, conducts a general inspection of
all rivers in parts. Total inspection touss so far: Over 100
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Why India took this step

e Asasecurity response to the Pahalgam attack and perceived failure of Pakistan to address
terrorism

e As astrategic maneuver to accelerate hydropower, irrigation, and navigation projects in Kashmir
(e.g. Pakal Dul, Ratle, Tulbul Barrage) previously constrained by treaty protocols

e For symbolic assertion, signaling firmness domestically and internationally amid rising
nationalist sentiment

India’s Operational Flexibility in Abeyance
By suspending treaty obligations, India has:

e Halted hydrological data sharing with Pakistan, impacting flood preparedness and irrigation
planning

e Temporarily banned Pakistani inspections at Indian dam sites like Baglihar and Ratle

e Conducted off-season reservoir flushing, increasing holding capacity without Pakistani consent

e Begun advancing infrastructure—e.g. desilting and constructing dams on Chenab and Jhelum
tributaries—previously restricted under IWT

Impacts & Implications

For Pakistan

e Heavily relies on western rivers for ~ 80% of its irrigation, generating ~ 25-30% of GDP through
agriculture and hydropower. Any disruption poses severe food, water, and energy security risks

e Loss of water-flow data hampers flood forecasting and resource planning.

e Economic disruptions may spur domestic unrest, legal recourse via the World Bank arbitration,
and diplomatic pressure, possibly with China’s support

For India

e Gains flexibility to develop infrastructure projects on western rivers without procedural
approval from Pakistan—but lacks immediate capacity to block or divert significant water flows

e Risks international credibility damage as a consensus-oriented upstream state in shared-water
regimes, especially given its role in other transboundary basins (e.g. Brahmaputra, Ganges)

e Any escalation may partly backfire geopolitically, reinforcing Pakistan’s arguments about water
weaponization
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Regional and global consequences

e The IWT was long hailed as a model of water diplomacy surviving wars. Its suspension sets a
dangerous precedent for other transboundary river basins globally, signaling that water may
become a tool of coercion

e Heightened water tensions may destabilize South Asia’s geopolitical environment, already
strained by terrorism and regional rivalries

Aspect Key Points

Treaty Status Held in abeyance by India since April 23, 2025; PCA rejects unilateral suspension
India’s Motive Respond to terrorism; gain hydropower & irrigation flexibility; tactical signaling
Practical Steps Withholding data, stopping inspections, fast tracking dams and reservoir flushing

Risks for Pakistan Water shortages, crop loss, power outages, economic downturn, legal options

Risks for India International credibility loss, escalation potential, internal political ripple effects

Wider Impact Degrades norms of trans boundary cooperation, raises regional instability risks

Pakistan is expected to pursue legal and diplomatic routes, including World Bank frameworks and
alliance-building. Its water security remains extremely vulnerable.

India may continue accelerating infrastructure, but full diversion would require years of investment. It
must weigh international pushback and long term reciprocity in shared basins.

The Indus Waters Treaty isn’t formally void—unless both parties mutually agree to terminate or
renegotiate, or legal doctrine of rebus sic stantibus is accepted by courts, which is uncertain.

The legal doctrine of rebus sic stantibus allows for the termination or suspension of a treaty or
contract due to a fundamental and unforeseen change in circumstances that existed at the time the
agreement was made
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