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On August 25, 2026, India’s National Security Adviser (NSA) Ajit Doval and China’s
Foreign Minister Wang Yi met in Beijing for the 25th round of Special Representatives
(SR) talks. Wang Yi is not just the Foreign Minister. He also serves on the Political
Bureau of the Central Committee of the Communist Party of China (CPC) and as
Director of the Central Commission for Foreign Affairs. The talks covered the boundary
dispute, the wider bilateral relationship and regional trends." Earlier that day, Doval
also met with Chinese Vice President Han Zheng, who called for both countries to
approach bilateral relations from a “strategic and long-term perspective,” strengthen
strategic mutual trust, expand cooperation, and manage differences properly.? The SR
talk concluded with an eight-point consensus.

The eight-point consensus centres on the boundary issue, with several measures
to strengthen border management and cooperation. Both sides agreed to continue
negotiating a settlement framework based on the 2005 Agreement on “Political
Parameters and Guiding Principles.”
They also agreed to pursue an “early
and substantial harvest” in boundary
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Looking at the steps taken by both countries over the past two years, the broader
trend in the relationship appears to be gradual normalisation. Progress towards re-
engagement has been made, though it was disrupted by the Glawan clash. Restrictions
on trade and investment have been eased, direct flights have resumed, and top-
level leadership communication has resumed. The 25th round of SR talks fits in this
pattern of incremental progress. This progress is significant but does not resolve any
existing disputes. Even in the consensus documents, both parties differ on priorities,
interpretation, and the scope of the documents. To understand these nuances, this
article focuses on transboundary river cooperation, which is central to flood forecasting,
disaster preparedness, and risk mitigation, particularly in the Brahmaputra basin region.
It examines existing cooperation mechanisms and their limitations, and proposes a
possible way forward.

Trans-Border River Data Sharing Arrangements

India and China share several transboundary river basins, including the Brahmaputra
and Sutlej. Yet the two countries have never negotiated a comprehensive water-sharing
treaty. Instead, a series of separate, river-specific Memoranda of Understanding (MoUs)
covers the exchange of hydrological data during the flood season. This has given
the relationship a working mechanism. Still, it does not address the larger questions:
upstream construction, the frequency and scope of data sharing, and joint management
of shared river systems as a whole.

The Brahmaputra/Yarlung Tsangpo River MoU

During Chinese Premier Zhu Rongji’s visit to India in January 2002, the two countries
signed an MoU to provide hydrological information on the Yaluzangbu/Brahmaputra
River during the flood season. Under it, China agreed to share water level, discharge,
and rainfall data twice daily from June 01 to October 15, drawn from three hydrological
stations on the river’s mainstream in China: Nugesha, Yangcun, and Nuxia.*

The Chinese side also committed to sharing data outside the flood season if water
levels exceeded the agreed threshold, and to providing real-time information in the
event of any sudden rise or fall in water levels or discharge. Basically, they agreed to
pass on any signal that could point to an impending flood. The goal was simple. It gave
India’s downstream planners enough warning to respond.® The MoU was renewed in
2008, 2013, and 2018. It lapsed on June 05, 2023, and data sharing for the Brahmaputra
has been suspended since then.
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The Sutlej/Langqen Zangbo River MoU

A parallel MoU on the Sutlej/Langgen Zangbo River was signed in 2005, during
Chinese Premier Wen Jiabao’s visit to India, again aimed at flood mitigation. Under
the MoU, China agreed to establish a hydrological station on the river; India agreed to
bear the cost of data obtained from it. Data sharing was to begin from the 2006 flood
season.®

This arrangement mattered directly for flood management in Punjab and Himachal
Pradesh. It was renewed twice, in 2010 and 2015, before lapsing in November 2020.7
China shared data in 2021, and nothing since.?®

But the MoUs have already shown how fragile they are under pressure. During the
2017 Doklam standoff, China suspended hydrological data sharing on both rivers, citing
technical reasons. China said that floods washed away the hydrological gathering sites.®
Sharing only resumed in 2018, after Prime Minister Narendra Modi and President Xi
Jinping met on the sidelines of the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) Summit.
This episode is worth reflecting on, as it shows that these MOUs carry no legal weight
and can be unilaterally suspended in a crisis, with no consequences for the side that
does so."

Expert Level-Mechanism (ELM)

In November 2006, India and China signed a Joint Declaration establishing the Joint
Expert Level Mechanism (ELM) to discuss flood-season data exchange, emergency
management, and other cross-border river issues. It grew out of the recognised success
of the two earlier MOUs. The idea was to extend the model to other rivers."

Over time, the ELM has evolved into a regular meeting for India and China to
discuss cross-border river issues. Discussions have included sharing flood-season
hydrological data, emergency management, and other topics agreed upon by both
sides. The discussions also provided an opportunity to evaluate existing arrangements
and raise practical concerns about data transfer, flood management, and monitoring.
2 To date, there have been sixteen ELM meetings. The 16th ELM meeting was held in
New Delhi on April 23 and April 24, 2025. ELM meetings are alternately held in China
and India.”

13 OCTOBER 2026 | PAGE -3



§ Centre for Aerospace Power and Strategic Studies _ ISSUE BRIEF

Umbrella MoU on Strengthening Cooperation on Trans-Border Rivers

During Prime Minister Manmohan Singh’s October 2013 visit to China, both countries
signed a broader MoU on “Strengthening Cooperation on Trans-border Rivers.” Unlike
earlier river-specific agreements, this one was meant to establish an overarching
framework. Both parties underscored the importance of transboundary rivers to riparian
nations' development and agreed to deepen cooperation through the existing ELM.
One concrete result followed: from 2014, the Brahmaputra data-sharing window was
extended, expediting the start date from June 01 to May 15 while keeping the October
15 end date. The MoU itself has no expiry and, on paper, leaves room for cooperation
on future river-related issues. In practice, there has been no real activity under this
framework since.’

Recent Progress

At the 24th SR level meeting in August 2025, China agreed to share “emergency
hydrological information” with India on “humanitarian” grounds. The commitment was
narrow, and most of the cooperation was left to be handled on a case-by-case basis.”®

India kept pressing for more transparency at the working-level meetings. For
example, at the 35th WMCC (Working Mechanism for Consultation and Coordination)
meeting in May 2026, it asked for an early ELM meeting;'® it repeated the request at
the 36th WMCC meeting in August, along with a specific ask for “technical details on
upstream project.”"” China’s official statements after both meetings made no mention
of transboundary river or upstream activity at all, a silence that is itself informative.'®

At the 25th SR meeting, both sides finally agreed to hold the next ELM round in
September and to “maintain communication” on hydrological data sharing and renewing
lapsed MoUs. It is a significant step forward that the ELM is being revived and that
data exchange and MoU renewal were even mentioned. It does not really address the
more fundamental issue of ensuring transparency around upstream development.*®

India’s Concern over Upstream Projects

India’s concern has never been
limited to receiving hydrological
data. It is about understanding what
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China is building upstream on the upstream on the Brahmaputra and what that
Brahmaputra and what that means || means for downstream water flow.
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for downstream water flow. This has come up in nearly every round of talks between
the two countries.

Prime Minister Manmohan Singh raised the issue directly with Premier Li Kegiang
during his May 2013 visit to India, ahead of the Umbrella MoU, and again with Xi
Jinping at their first meeting on the sidelines of the BRICS Summit in Durban, South
Africa, in March 2013. PM Singh’s proposal was specific: fold information-sharing on
upstream projects into the ELM’s mandate, framed around a shared understanding of
the “Himalayan ecosystem”.?® 2 At the time, India was pushing for transparency on
roughly 39 project sites China had reportedly identified along the Brahmaputra and its
tributaries, seven of them on the main river itself, including Zangmu, Jiexu, and Jiacha,
which drew particular attention.??

The disagreement here is fundamental, not procedural. India worries about
downstream impact on millions of indigenous populations. China insists that the dams
are run-of-the-river and downstream flow will not be affected. However, the existing
MoUs were built to share basic flood-warning data, not to answer this kind of dispute.
They give India no real visibility into upstream construction, and until those changes
are made, the disagreement is likely to endure during all existing rounds of negotiation.

Way Forward

China is now moving ahead with the mega-dam on the Yarlung Tsangpo river, which
has been described by Beijing as the “project of the century,” which is being built only
a few kilometres from the Indian border.?® Its downstream consequences for water flow
and the broader Himalayan environment will not be clear until China releases more
technical details associated with the project. The recent flash floods in Nepal warn
what is at stake. They showed how exposed Himalayan populations are, and how
much timely information and preparedness

actually matter. In light of this,
India’s  apprehension  regarding
the opacity of significant upstream
projects is not merely a formality. It is
becoming increasingly urgent.
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the assurance and predictability it
currently lacks. Given the scale of what
China is now building upstream, India
and China need to move towards a
properly institutionalised framework for
jointly managing these rivers, one that

Given the scale of what China is now
building upstream, India and China need to
move towards a properly institutionalised
framework for jointly managing these rivers,
one that puts the Himalayan ecology and the
communities who depend on it at the centre,

puts the Himalayan ecology and the || .ather than treating data sharing as an ad hoc
communities who depend on it at the || goodwill gesture.

centre, rather than treating data sharing
as an ad hoc goodwill gesture.
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