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ABSTRACT

The Sutlej-Yamuna Link (SYL) Canal is a proposed 214 km waterway aimed at facilitating the allocation of
water between Punjab and Haryana by linking the Sutlej River in Punjab to the Yamuna Canal in Haryana.
However, the project has remained contentious for decades due to political, historical, and legal complexities.
The dispute primarily stems from competing claims over water resources, with Haryana demanding its rightful
share and Punjab opposing the project due to concerns over depleting water levels and agricultural
sustainability. Historically, the issue dates back to the reorganization of Punjab in 1966, which led to Haryana’s
demand for a share of the Ravi and Beas river waters. The construction of the SYL Canal was initiated in 1982
following a central government directive but was soon halted due to political unrest and violent opposition in
Punjab. The matter has since been entangled in prolonged legal battles, with the Supreme Court directing Punjab
to complete the project, while Punjab passed legislation to annul the agreements. Politically, the dispute has
been heavily influenced by state governments and regional parties, making resolution difficult. The legal
dimensions include multiple Supreme Court verdicts, constitutional provisions governing inter-state water
disputes, and the role of tribunals in adjudicating such matters. Despite judicial interventions, enforcement
remains a challenge, highlighting gaps in the existing constitutional and statutory framework for water dispute
resolution. This paper examines the historical, political, and legal dimensions of the SYL dispute, analyzing the
effectiveness of current governance mechanisms and exploring potential solutions. Strengthening water
governance, fostering interstate cooperation, and implementing sustainable water management policies are
critical to resolving this impasse. The study underscores the need for a balanced approach that respects legal
obligations while addressing environmental and socio-economic concerns.
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INTRODUCTION

The SYL Canal dispute has been a long-standing issue between the Indian states of Punjab and Haryana. The
canal, conceived in 1982, aimed to facilitate water distribution based on agreements dating back to the British
era and post-independence arrangements. However, the project faced resistance from Punjab, citing concerns
over water scarcity and state rights. The dispute has since evolved into a major political and legal battle,
involving multiple stakeholders, including the central government, judiciary, and political parties. The issue
remains unresolved, with legal challenges and political opposition preventing its completion.
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THE ISSUE OF SYL CANAL

The primary contention surrounding the SYL Canal is the sharing of the waters of the Ravi and Beas rivers.
Haryana demands its rightful share as per previous agreements, while Punjab argues that it cannot afford to part
with its water due to decreasing water levels and rising agricultural demands. The issue is deeply intertwined
with state politics, water policies, and constitutional provisions governing inter-state water disputes.

TIMELINE OF THE SYL CANAL DISPUTE

1966: Haryana was carved out of Punjab, leading to the question of water allocation.

1976: The central government issued a notification allocating water to Haryana, Punjab, and Rajasthan.

1981: Punjab agreed to construct the SYL Canal following an agreement.

1982: The then Prime Minister Indira Gandhi initiated the canal's construction.

1985: The Rajiv-Longowal Accord attempted to resolve the issue but was met with opposition and

violence.

1990: Construction halted after militant opposition in Punjab.

e 2002: The Supreme Court directed Punjab to complete the construction.

e 2004: Punjab Assembly passed the Punjab Termination of Agreements Act, annulling previous water-
sharing agreements.

e 2016: Supreme Court struck down the Punjab law, reaffirming Haryana’s claim to water.

e 2023: Punjab continues to resist construction, citing environmental and water scarcity concerns.

PUNJAB GOVERNMENT’S STAND ON SYL CANAL
Punjab argues that:

The state does not have sufficient water to share with Haryana.

The depletion of groundwater has created a water crisis in Punjab.

The construction of the canal would be against Punjab’s interests, harming its farmers.
The Punjab Termination of Agreements Act (2004) nullifies any past commitments.
Environmental concerns make the project unsustainable.

agrwdE

HARYANA GOVERNMENT’S STAND ON SYL CANAL
Haryana demands that:

1. It receives its fair share of water as per legally binding agreements.

2. The Supreme Court’s directives must be implemented.

3. The completion of the SYL Canal is necessary for agricultural and drinking water needs.
4. Punjab’s refusal to comply is unconstitutional and violates inter-state agreements.

LITERATURE REVIEW ON INTER-STATE WATER DISPUTE IN INDIA

Inter-state water disputes in India have been a subject of extensive academic and policy-oriented discussions.
This review synthesizes insights from existing literature concerning the Sutlej Yamuna Link (SYL) canal
conflict, legal and constitutional mechanisms, and broader water governance challenges in the Indian federal
structure.

1. Political and Legal Dimensions of the Sutlej Yamuna Link Canal Dispute

Khurana (2006) provides an early account of the political and legal complexities surrounding the Sutlej Yamuna
Link (SYL) canal, emphasizing how litigation and political maneuvering have obstructed its resolution. Later,
Khurana (2020) revisits the issue, arguing that the canal remains entangled in political deadlock despite multiple
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judicial interventions. Ranjan (2019) expands on the political stakes involved in the Punjab-Haryana dispute,
assessing the persistent legal battles and the failure of administrative mechanisms to ensure compliance.

Jain (2022) critically examines the constitutional implications of inter-state river water disputes, particularly the
interplay between the Inter-State River Water Disputes Act and Article 131 of the Indian Constitution. The
study highlights how legal ambiguities have contributed to prolonged disputes. Similarly, Panda and Agrawal
(2011) explore the constitutional mechanisms available for dispute resolution and analyze judicial
interpretations that shape water governance in India.

2. Federalism and Water Governance in India

D'Souza (2009) discusses the role of the Indian Supreme Court in resolving water conflicts, emphasizing that
judicial interventions often reflect a tension between national policies and regional interests. Swenden and
Saxena (2019) delve into the broader issue of environmental governance in India’s federal system, underscoring
how fragmented environmental competencies complicate water dispute resolutions. Khalid (2020) further
contextualizes the federal challenges in water politics, arguing that regional power struggles often overshadow
effective water-sharing agreements.

3. Economic and Environmental Consequences of Water Disputes

Singh and Bhangoo (2013) provide an economic analysis of irrigation systems in Punjab, linking inter-state
water conflicts to agricultural sustainability. Ghuman (2017) expands this discussion by examining water usage
trends in Punjab beyond the SYL canal, warning against the ecological repercussions of overexploitation and
inefficient management.

Rosencranz et al. (2022) focus on groundwater depletion in Punjab and Haryana, identifying policy failures that
exacerbate water scarcity. Their work suggests that addressing groundwater management is integral to resolving
inter-state water conflicts. Tortajada, Saklani, and Biswas (2017) frame the issue in a broader security
perspective, asserting that water scarcity in India poses not only environmental risks but also regional security
challenges.

4. Comparative Perspectives on Water Crisis and Conflict Resolution

The literature also draws insights from international experiences. Raimi et al. (2019) and Olalekan et al. (2019)
provide case studies from Nigeria, analyzing water crises and proposing solutions applicable to inter-state
conflicts. While contextual differences exist, their findings on governance failures and the need for
decentralized water management offer relevant lessons for India’s disputes.

5. Historical and Political Legacies of Water Disputes

Singh (2024) examines the historical legacies of water disputes in South Asia, linking past agreements and
political competition to contemporary conflicts in Punjab. The study underscores how peasant interests have
shaped water-sharing debates, complicating negotiations between state governments.

The reviewed literature highlights that inter-state water disputes in India are deeply entrenched in political,
legal, and environmental complexities. While legal mechanisms exist, their effectiveness is often undermined
by political considerations and federal governance challenges. Future research should explore integrated policy
solutions that address both surface and groundwater management while ensuring equitable resource distribution
among states.
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OBJECTIVE OF RESEARCH

1. To trace the historical background of inter-state river water disputes in India

Inter-state river water disputes have been a recurring issue in India, with several conflicts arising due to
competing claims over water resources. The historical background of such disputes can be traced to pre-
independence agreements, post-independence reorganization of states, and the increasing demand for water due
to population growth and agricultural expansion. The study will examine key disputes such as the Cauvery,
Krishna-Godavari, Narmada, and Ravi-Beas conflicts to understand the underlying causes and patterns of
resolution attempts. This historical analysis will help in identifying the factors that contribute to prolonged
disputes and the role of central and state governments in water-sharing negotiations.

2. To study the constitutional aspects of adjudication of inter-state river water disputes in India

The Indian Constitution provides a legal framework for resolving inter-state water disputes through Article 262,
which empowers Parliament to make laws on the adjudication of such disputes. The Inter-State River Water
Disputes Act, 1956, was enacted to establish tribunals for dispute resolution. The study will analyze
constitutional provisions, Supreme Court judgments, and their effectiveness in resolving conflicts. Additionally,
the role of federalism, state autonomy, and central intervention in water-sharing agreements will be critically
examined to assess whether the current legal framework is adequate or requires amendments.

3. To examine the statutory framework relating to the settlement of inter-state water disputes in India
The statutory framework governing inter-state water disputes includes various laws and tribunal mechanisms
established under the Inter-State River Water Disputes Act, 1956. This study will evaluate the efficacy of
existing laws, the functioning of water tribunals, and the implementation of their awards. The research will also
assess the limitations of current legislation in enforcing tribunal decisions, the delays in resolution, and the
political influences that hinder effective implementation. Comparative analysis with international water-sharing
frameworks will be conducted to suggest reforms for a more robust dispute resolution mechanism in India.

HYPOTHESIS

1. The existing constitutional framework in India for the settlement of inter-state water disputes is
inadequate and needs to be strengthened and made stricter.

2. Like other socio-political issues, river water disputes in India are highly politicized, leading to prolonged
conflicts and government interventions.

3. Judicial intervention has not been significantly effective in resolving the dispute due to governance
complexities and public policy challenges.

4. The contribution of inter-state water dispute tribunals toward the resolution of disputes is promising,
and their awards are generally respected, yet implementation remains a challenge.

STRATEGIC ROAD MAP FOR RESOLVING THE SYL CANAL DISPUTE
This section considers the Strategic road map to resolve the dispute:
Legal and Institutional Reforms
o Strengthening the legal framework for inter-state water disputes by amending the Inter-State

River Water Disputes Act, 1956.
o Establishing a permanent water dispute resolution body with judicial and technical experts.
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Political and Administrative Cooperation

o Formation of a Joint Water Management Committee consisting of officials from Punjab,
Haryana, and the central government.
o Regular inter-state dialogues to address concerns and find mutually beneficial solutions.
Sustainable Water Management
o Encouraging water conservation techniques such as rainwater harvesting and efficient
irrigation practices.
o Promoting alternative water sources, including groundwater recharge and desalination projects.
Judicial and Policy Enforcement
o Ensuring strict compliance with Supreme Court directives.
o Implementing a phased approach for the canal’s completion with proper environmental
safeguards.

Public Awareness and Stakeholder Engagement

o Engaging farmers and local communities in discussions to address their concerns.
o Conducting awareness campaigns on the benefits of water-sharing and conservation.

Alternative Solutions

o Exploring possibilities of compensatory measures for Punjab in case of water sharing.
o Investing in advanced water management technologies to optimize water distribution.

Legal and Political and
institutional administrative
reform cooperation

Sustainable water S Judicial and policy
management enforcement

Public awareness
and stakeholder
engagement

Alternative
soluation

Fig 1 Strategic Road Map

CONCLUSION

The SYL Canal dispute is a multifaceted issue requiring a holistic resolution that balances legal mandates,
environmental sustainability, and political consensus. Strengthening the constitutional framework for inter-state
water dispute resolution, ensuring unbiased adjudication, and promoting cooperative federalism are essential
steps in resolving such conflicts. Future solutions may include renegotiation of water-sharing agreements,
exploring alternative water management strategies, and fostering dialogue between the concerned states under
the supervision of a neutral authority.
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