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Abstract 

The accelerating pressures of the Anthropocene marked by climate stress, 

groundwater depletion, and rising geopolitical tensions are reshaping the global 

landscape of water diplomacy. As traditional multilateral frameworks struggle to 

address complex hydro-political challenges, emerging models emphasize 

polycentric governance, scientific cooperation, and localized action within global 

norms. This essay examines the evolving architecture of global water diplomacy, 

focusing on India’s Jal Jeevan Mission (JJM) as an illustrative case of how national 

initiatives are increasingly embedded in international water governance discourse. 

It argues for a recalibrated, science-driven, and equity-oriented multilateralism 

fit for 21st-century water realities. 

Keywords: Geopolitical Tensions, Groundwater Depletion, Water Diplomacy, Jal 

Jeevan Mission 

 

 

1 Introduction 

The Anthropocene marks a transformative epoch in which human activity has 

permanently altered planetary systems. Among these transformations, water has 

emerged as the most contested and diplomatically sensitive resource. The 

combined effects of climate-induced hydrological instability, rapid groundwater 

depletion, and intensifying geopolitical tensions have pushed the global community 

to rethink how water is governed, shared, and secured. The traditional multilateral 

frameworks that once mediated water relations are increasingly insufficient for 

this new reality. A new form of global water diplomacy has emerged as a result of 

these changes. 
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This article discusses changes in the way diplomats do their jobs; how the 

relationship between Science and Policy has improved due to new opportunities to 

work together; how non-state actors play a larger role in shaping water policy than 

they have in the past; and a detailed examination of India’s Jal Jeevan Mission, a 

national policy initiative that aligns with the global governance of water. 

Traditional frameworks that existed remain overly state centric, surface water 

focused and reactive rather than anticipatory, often paying less attention to local 

actors and groundwater systems. In the Anthropocene, water diplomacy must be 

flexible, polycentric, and responsive to rapidly changing environmental realities. 

 

2 Reconfiguring Global Water Diplomacy in the 21st Century 

The 21st century marks a shift from treaty based multilateralism to networked, 

science informed governance. 

Polycentric Governance 

Polycentric water governance disperses authority across multiple actors and scales. 

Instead of relying on central negotiation tables, decision-making occurs through 

overlapping networks of: 

●​ National governments 

●​ Basin-level institutions 

●​ Local water committees 

●​ Civil society organizations 

●​ Scientific and academic bodies 

●​ International agencies 

As authority is dispersed across multiple scales from national governments to local 

water committees and scientific networks. This model is more adaptive, allowing 

decisions to evolve alongside scientific knowledge and environmental change. 

Normative Shifts: From Resource Allocation to Water Justice 

The emerging diplomatic architecture incorporates global norms such as: 

●​ The human right to water 

●​ Gender equity in water governance 

●​ Indigenous rights 

●​ Environmental justice 

●​ Sustainability and climate adaptation 
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2.1 Local-Global Integration 

The concept of the Anthropocene has brought about a new dimension in Global 

Water Diplomacy, with Global Water Norms now being realized in varying degrees 

through local water governance Development and Implementation. The impact of 

International Frameworks on Domestic Country Policies as well as Innovative 

Developments by Local Governments to inform the International Community about 

co-operative opportunities in the management of Water Governance are both 

examples of how Global Water Norms are creating substantial impacts on Local 

Water Governance. India's Jal Jeevan Mission demonstrates the linkages between 

the two relationships, and forms part of a larger concept (Water Diplomacy) at 

both the national level in India, as well as internationally. India lies at the center 

of Hydro-Political dynamics within South Asia, and it has a significant presence in a 

number of Trans-Boundary Basins. A combination of factors such as the need for 

Water Security, increases in the population, and Climate Change, have led 

Countries to categorize Water as a National Security issue and one of their top 

Diplomatic Priorities. The Internal Reform efforts and restructuring of the Water 

Governance processes in support of, and for the purpose of establishing a 

Sustained Sustainable Management of Water resources, will add to India’s 

International Diplomatic Credibility as well as assist India in achieving their 

Domestic Goals. The Jal Jeevan Mission can be used as a case-study to 

demonstrate the direct relationship between Water Governance and Building a 

Nation's Foreign Relations (International Joint Commission, 2020). 

 

3 Jal Jeevan Mission: A Domestic Program with Global Relevance 

The Jal Jeevan Mission or “JJM” began in 2019 and aims at providing functional 

drinking water supply through a household tap connection to all rural households 

throughout India. JJM is a primarily domestic initiative; however, as a programme 

its governance structure is progressive indicative of contemporary global practice. 

3.1 Polycentric and participatory structure 

Jal Jeevan Mission engages multiple stakeholders from central ministries to village 

water committees mirroring the multi-actor ethos of modern global water 

governance. 
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As depicted in Figure 1, JJM operates in a layered governance architecture in 

which authority is vertically coordinated yet horizontally dispersed. Although the 

Secretary of the Ministry of Jal Shakti has created both financial and norm-based 

frameworks supporting Sustainable Development Goal No. 6 (SDG-6), the authority 

for implementation resides with the State Governments, District Governments and 

the Gram Panchayats. Village Water & Sanitation Committees serve as the 

independent, local decision-making entities that are responsible for planning, 

monitoring, and sustaining sources of water supply. This system includes members 

from the community, women’s representatives, non-governmental organizations 

(NGOs) and technical labs and institutionalizes participatory monitoring of all 

services in an integrated manner. Thus, the system is distributed yet coordinated 

in a way that reflects the fundamental characteristics of polycentric governance. 

 

3.2 Groundwater Diplomacy 

Groundwater is the main water source for the majority of rural water supply 

systems. JJM’s focus on monitoring these systems through community involvement 

and ensuring the sustainability of each source will also help to promote better 

governance of groundwater sources, which is becoming an increasingly important 

issue globally. 
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3.3 Alignment with SDG-6 

By aligning with global commitments surrounding access to safe drinking water, 

equitable and sustainable use of resources related to water, JJM will contribute 

toward achieving the Sustainable Development Goals. The promotion of greater 

participation by women and the usage of community-owned systems reflects 

international equity and justice norms. 

 

3.4 Data-Driven Governance 

The use of real-time monitoring dashboards, village-level surveys, and water 

quality testing facilities as a vehicle for producing scientific evidence that supports 

policy implementation represents a key feature of the new international water 

diplomacy architecture (Government of India, 2019). 

 

4 Recalibrating Multilateralism: Pathways Forward 

Multilateralism should be evolved in a few key ways as a means of addressing the 

water challenges we face because of the Anthropocene. 

●​ Groundwater is a large contributor to the world’s drinking water; however, 

it is still underrepresented in many treaties and agreements. Diplomatic 

frameworks and organizations should prioritize the development of 

transboundary aquifers, aquifer recharge strategies, and sustainable 

extraction practices. 

●​ Diplomatic dialogue/negotiations should integrate climate models, satellite 

data, and modelling of aquifers into the decision-making processes. Experts 

in these fields should guide political decision-making rather than only 

informing them. If we want water governance to be effective, it needs to be 

done at the local level (village/district). 

●​ Youth and research-driven diplomacy will provide new analytical 

perspectives to the current debates in the international community. 

Providing young scholars, researchers and practitioners in the Global South 

with the tools they need to contribute to the debates that will shape how 

we tackle the issues related to water depletion, water governance (rural) 

and climate vulnerability will create new ways to look at old issues. 
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5 Conclusion 

In the Anthropocene epoch, the discipline of water diplomacy finds itself at a 

pivotal juncture. Traditional frameworks for international relations concerning 

freshwater resources have become obsolete due to their reliance on state-centric 

approaches and stable environmental conditions. New models based on polycentric 

governance (i.e., multiple governing bodies working together), scientific 

knowledge, inclusiveness, and adaptability to rapidly changing water conditions 

have begun to emerge. For example, India’s Jal Jeevan Mission demonstrates how 

national-level programmes can fit into global norms of water governance, and can 

provide insights into participatory and sustainable approaches to managing water. 

The evidence emerging from research about groundwater diplomacy, as well as its 

role in climate resilience and multilateral cooperation, makes it clear that it is 

necessary to recalibrate water diplomacy; indeed, this transition is both required 

and urgent. 
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