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IMPROVING WATER 
COOPERATION BETWEEN 

NEPAL AND INDIA THROUGH 
WHITE WATER RAFTING ON 

THE MAHAKALI RIVER All rivers in Nepal are tributaries of the Ganga and 
are trans-boundary in nature. Of all these rivers, 
Mahakali has a unique trans-boundary character. 
The river emerges from glaciers where Nepal, India 
and China’s Tibet Autonomous Region meet in the 
Himalayas and flows along the boundary of Nepal 
and India for most of its stretches. As it flows south, 
the river is fed by tributaries that originate in both 
India and Nepal: Dhauliganga, Gauriganga, Sarju, 
Lohawati, and Ladhiya in India and Chameliya, 
Surnayagaad, Rupaligaad, Sirsegaad, and Rangoon 
in Nepal. The Mahakali River debouches into the 
plains near the Purnagiri temple upstream of India’s 
Tanakpur town and joins the Ghagara River, a 
tributary of the Ganga in Baharaich District of Uttar 
Pradesh. In India, Mahakali is called Kali or Sharada.
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WATER’S MULTIPLE ROLES 

Water exists in many forms within the hydrological 
cycle: snow, glaciers, rain, rivers, wetlands, lakes, soil 
moisture, groundwater, and oceans. Water has multiple 
human uses, such as for energy generation (mechanical 
and electrical), drinking and sanitation, irrigation, and 
for industries. People also use water for fulfilling their 
cultural, aesthetic, spiritual, and recreational needs. 
Historically, rivers and streams across Nepal have 
been used to generate mechanical power from ghattas 
(water-mills), for irrigation using the canals built 
and managed by farmers, for drinking water, inland 
boating, and for cultural (e.g. 12-year congregation 
in Tribeni at Barahakchetra, Panauti) and certain 
faith-based needs such as aachman (intake of a sip 
of water before a religious ritual) and ablutions. The 
idea of using rivers for recreation such as rafting came 
to Nepal in the late 1960s, with the opening up of the 
country and the advent of tourism. 
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Rlvers Class (classification 
of rapids)

Volume 
(m3/s)

Total 
days

Scenic 
wild

River 
star

Trlsuli 2/3+ 300 1 -4 * ** 

Upper Kaligandaki 4- 120 3 ** ***

Lower Kaligandaki 2 250 5 ** **

Seti Khola 3- 40 2 ** **

Marshyngdi 4+ 50 5 ** ***

Budhl Gandaki 3 90 3 * *

Sun Koshi 4- 400 10 ** ***

Upper Sunkoshi 2 40 1 * **

Bhote koshi 4< 90 2 ** ***

Lower Arun 4- 215 4 ** **

Tamur 4 150 11 ** ***

Dudh Koshi 5 100 9 ** *

Karnali 4 300 10 *** ***

Mahakali 3 30 10 *** *

Seti/Karnali 3 130 9 *** **

Bherl 3< 200 S *** **

Total days= Total days for a typical trip, to and from Kathmandu or Pokh‹ira Scenic/Wild= subjective rafting for scenery and wildlife by NARA
River star= Rating of the river as a rafting trip-based upon experlence
*** Highly recommended, ** Recommended, *Special interest. Source: Pandey (2018)

TABLE 1. MAJOR RAFTING RIVERS IN NEPAL

RAFTING IN NEPAL

In the late 1960s, teams of French, 
German, and American nationals 
began exploring the possibilities of 
rafting at the lower reaches of Nepal’s 
Himalayan (first grade) rivers with 
high gradients and rapid flows, even 
during the dry season. They explored 
the Sun Koshi and Trishuli rivers 
and, in the mid-1970s, explored the 
Dudh Koshi River. In 1976, Al Read 
launched the first commercial rafting 
company, called Himalayan River 
Runners, in Kathmandu. By the 
1990s, whitewater rafting for tourists 
was a growing business, and teams 
were exploring possibilities in more 
remote and difficult rivers1.

The Government of Nepal (GoN) 
recognized Nepal Association of 
Rafting Agents (NARA), comprising 
rafting company owners, in 1989 
(NARA, 2000). Nepali nationals 
now own most of the companies 
and employ Nepali citizens. In 2022, 

70 rafting companies are members 
of NARA.  A growing number of 
technically proficient Nepalese work 
as kayaking guides and rescuers, 
replacing the foreign workforce. Of 
the total tourist visitors to Nepal, 
15 per cent take part in whitewater 
rafting activities. 

Under the powers conferred by section 
56 of the Tourism Act 1978 (2035 BS), 
the Rafting Rules (2006) sets the 
scope for the operation of river rafting 
in the country2. Nepal’s 2002 National 
Water Resource Strategy3 and 2005 
National Water Plan4 mention river 
sports, such as rafting, as avenues for 
improving the economic condition 
of Nepali people through multi-
dynamic, equitable, and sustainable 
development of water resources. 

Table 1 provides details of the river 
stretches that are used for whitewater 
rafting across Nepal. 

 



The Mahakali/Sharda Basin. Source: SIWI (2019) 

The Mahakali/Sarada Basin
Source: SIWI (2019)

ARTICLE 2: India shall maintain a flow of not less 
than 10 m3/s (350 cusecs) downstream of the Sarada 
Barrage in the Mahakali River to maintain and 
preserve the river eco-system. 

ARTICLE 7: In order to maintain the flow and 
level of the waters of the Mahakali River, each Party 
undertakes not to use or obstruct or divert the 
waters of the Mahakali River adversely affecting 
its natural flow and level except by an agreement 
between the Parties. Provided, however, this shall 
not preclude the use of the waters of the Mahakali 
River by the local communities living along both 
sides of the Mahakali River, not exceeding five (5) 
percent of the average annual flow at Pancheshwar.

Article 2 mentions the idea of minimum flow 
and Article 7 recognizes the use of water by 
local communities on both sides of the Mahakali 
River. However, many local families had very little 
understanding of these provisions and how IMT 
would affect their lives and livelihood as it was 
beyond their comprehension. In the meantime, the 
IMT has remained in a limbo as Nepal and India have 
not been able to overcome their differences on the 
issue of water rights to the regulated water of the 
Mahakali after the Pancheshwar Dam was built.

In 1910, the then United Province Government 
(UPG) of Awadh requested the Nepali 
government to conduct a survey for building an 
irrigation barrage in the plain reaches of the river 
along the Nepal-India border. Ten years later, in 
1920, the UPG and the then Government in Nepal, 
which was led by Rana Prime Minister Chandra 
Shamsher, signed the Sharada Agreement. The 
UPG also gave 4,000 hectares of land to Nepal 
in exchange for the land in Bhramadev Mandi, 
where the proposed barrage would be built. It also 
paid the Nepali government NPR 50,000. This 
agreement paved the way for the implementation 
of the Sharada Canal Project. The UPG completed 
the project in 1928. These exchanges changed the 
configuration of the river in the lower Mahakali 
along the Nepal-India border region.

Flowing along the Nepal-India boundary in 
upper reaches, the Mahakali enters Nepali 
territory after flowing over the Sharada barrage. 
Downstream of the Sharada barrage, the river 
flows between Nepal’s Bhimdutt Municipality 
and DodharaChandani Rural Municipality before 
entering the Indian state of Uttar Pradesh.

In 1983, the National Hydro Power Corporation 
(NHPC) of India began to construct the Tanakpur 
hydropower plant in the Indian section of the 
river, upstream of the Sharada barrage. This led to 
disputes between Nepal and India, and, to resolve 
the dispute, the governments of Nepal and India 
signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) 
in 1991 and 1992. But the dispute persisted and, 
in 1996, the two countries signed the Integrated 
Mahakali Treaty (IMT), which subsumed the 
earlier MoUs. The IMT calls for building 315 
m high Pancheshwar Dam with an installed 
capacity of producing 6,480 MW of electricity. The 
proposed reservoir would provide irrigation water 
to 1.6 million ha of land in Uttar Pradesh and 
93,000 ha in Nepal. 

While the focus of the IMT has been on 
hydropower, irrigation and flood control, the 
treaty has also made the following provisions 
related to ecosystem flow in the river. 

FROM SARADA BARRAGE TREATY 
TO MAHAKALI TREATY



More than two decades after 
the IMT was signed, the Trans-
boundary Rivers of South 
Asia (TROSA) project was 
conceptualized as a regional 
programme in the Ganga, 
Brahmaputra-Meghna and 
Salween river basins of South 
Asia. Jointly implemented 
by Oxfam and its partners, 
TROSA was part of a five-
year (2017-2021) programme 
aimed at reducing poverty and 
marginalization of vulnerable 
river basin communities through 
increased access to, and control 
over, riverine water resources on 
which their livelihoods depend. 

The project particularly focused 
on women living along the 
river banks. Oxfam-Nepal 
implemented the programme 
in Nepal’s side of the 
Mahakali basin. Guided by the 
programme’s overall goal, in the 
Mahakali basin, TROSA focused 
on the use of freshwater, aquatic 
biodiversity, wildlife, cultural 
activities, and the issue of 
extraction of riverine sand gravel. 

TRANS-BOUNDARY 
RIVERS OF SOUTH ASIA 

WHITEWATER RAFTING 
ON THE MAHAKALI 

Most of the livelihoods in the 
Mahakali basin in Nepal are 
dependent on agriculture, 
livestock and natural resource-
based vocations, and seasonal 
migration to India. Everyday a 
large number of Nepali people 
travel to Indian markets across 
the border to buy household 
goods5. There are few alternate 
livelihood opportunities that 
directly benefit the poor. 

Along the Mahakali River, a few 
local community members are 
involved as labour in the sand 
mining activity. This creates some 
direct benefit to them. Women 
also collect river stones, break 
them into small pieces, and sell 
them to local contractors, earning 
some income. Seasonal migrants 
from both Nepal and India also 
work in digging sand from the 
river bed6. 

In this context, the TROSA 
personnel faced a major question: 
what activities would help 
address the prevailing poverty in 
the Mahakali basin. 

The project conceived of whitewater 
rafting in the Nepali side as an 
activity that could bring some 
direct benefit to the local people. 
Rafting could also help bring 
people across the border in a 
cooperative process, helping build 
mutual trust. Whitewater rafting 
activity was already operational 
in the Indian side of the Mahakali 
River. Champawat Tiger Adventure 
Tour Expedition (CTATE) was 
operating whitewater rafting in 
the Indian side, providing some 
benefit to the locals. The company 
had started rafting along the 
Pancheshwar stretch of the river 
in 2001 and in 2016 from the 
Boom area, India (opposite Khalla 
Massitti, Kanchanpur). Tourists 
would board and unboard the raft 
on the Indian side of the river bank. 
India’s Border Security Force (BSF) 
strictly monitored the activity and 
did not allow any boats/rafts from 
the Nepal side into the river. 

Though technically rafting could 
be started in the Nepali side, it was 
not done. In fact, no one living 



along the river dreamt of conducting rafting on the 
Mahakali River from Nepal’s side. Even officials 
of the GoN did not conceive that rafting on the 
Mahakali River from Nepal side was a possibility. 
Moreover, the local stakeholders in Nepal were 
apprehensive that BSF would not allow rafting 
activities from Nepal’s side. 

Several other factors debilitated the take up of 
whitewater rafting on the Mahakali River from the 
Nepal side:

• The IMT between Nepal and India does 
not provide an opportunity for community 
engagement. 

• Communities and civil society organisations 
(CSOs) were unsure about the ways to increase 
access to different livelihood opportunities of the 
riverine communities in Nepal. 

• The Indian company, CTATE, sought 
opportunities to expand rafting in the Mahakali. 
But, meeting legal obligations in Nepal would 
increase its transaction cost. 

• No infrastructure existed to facilitate boarding and 
unboarding of rafting in Nepal’s side of the river. 

• The BSF team charged with monitoring the 
border, including the Mahakali River, changes 
every six months, and coordinating with a new 
BSF team every six months would be challenging. 

Yet, TROSA officers were convinced that rafting 
in Nepali side similar to that in the Indian side 
of the river was a possibility and began exploring 
opportunities to begin rafting. TROSA had established 
a platform called Mahakali Sambad with the support 
of Indo-Nepal Joint Action Forum for discussions. 
NGOs of Nepal and India would use the platform to 
discuss various challenges and opportunities for trans-
boundary water cooperation. During the Sambad 
held in 2018, the participants questioned why rafting 
on the Mahakali River was organized only from the 
Indian side and not from the Nepal side. TROSA 
partners suggested that promotion of rafting could 
directly contribute to the livelihoods of the riparian 
communities in Nepal and also generate other benefits.

The participants suggested that rafting would 
lead to an increase in the flow of both Nepali and 
Indian tourists to the area, creating local economic 
opportunities, such as homestays and shops for the 
riverine communities with inflow of tourists help 
catalysing local hospitality industries. The participants 
also suggested that rafting could help strengthen 
cooperation among the communities across the border 
by opening space for community-to-community 
interactions. Private sector entities of Nepal and India 
involved in whitewater rafting would be part of the 
cooperative water actions between the two countries. 
The Sambad participants requested TROSA to 
provide support in coordinating with the private sector 
agencies in India as well as in developing a strategy 
to begin whitewater rafting in the Nepal side of the 
Mahakali River. CSOs of Nepal would work as partners 
in this endeavour. 



Rafting stretch along the Mahakali River

TROSA project members began coordinating with 
the stakeholders and began exploring ways of starting 
rafting on the Mahakali River. The project took the 
following actions:

• The project established contact with a Nepali 
rafting company, Karnali Rafting and Adventure 
Pvt. Ltd, which showed interest in operating 
on the Mahakali River. The company expressed 
its willingness to collaborate with an Indian 
company. 

• A team of Oxfam Nepal, Rural Women's 
Development and Unity Centre (RUWDUC), 
Mayor of Parshuram Municipality, and Indo-
Nepal Joint Action Forum (INJAF) invited 
District Magistrate (DM) of Champawat, 
Uttarakhand to take part in the week-long 
festival. The DM would initiate rafting in the 
Nepali side of the river. Furthermore, the 
municipality also requested TROSA partner staff 
to act as a focal person and coordinate with the 
stakeholders in India.

• INJAF and RUWDUC team members briefed the 
DM about rafting as an economic opportunity 
for the communities in Nepal and India and to 

increase interactions between them during the 
festival. The DM was convinced about the idea of 
conducting rafting from the Nepali side. 

• The DM assured to coordinate with the BSF and 
Purnagiri Temple Management Committee and 
to allow rafting activity without any interruption. 
To conduct whitewater rafting, Parshuram 
Municipality provided back-up support with 
budget. It formally invited Karnali Rafting 
Company to take part in the proceeding. 

• Community-to-Community Interaction 
Forum (CCIF)7 members of India briefed other 
participants from India about what was agreed 
between the TROSA team members and the DM. 
The members also helped explain the prospects of 
rafting and the need to coordinate with BSF. 

• The mayor of Bhimdutt Municipality coordinated 
with Oxfam and a local partner, National 
Environment and Equity Development Society 
(NEEDS), to support whitewater rafting and 
develop a municipality-level master plan for 
multiple use of the Mahakali River. 

• On January 15, 2019, in coordination with Karnali 
Rafting Company, a five-day rafting event began 
in the Nepali side during the Parshuramdham 

THE PROCESS PURSUED



festival8. This was the first rafting activity 
organised on the Nepali side of the Mahakali 
River. More than 500 people of the area enjoyed 
rafting on the occasion.

• On December 27, 2019, Bhimdutt Municipality 
sent a letter to Ministry of Federal Affairs and 
General Administration (MoFAGA) of Nepal with 
a copy to Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA), 
about initiating whitewater rafting activity on the 
Mahakali River. 

• In February 2020, the municipalities of Bhimdutt, 
Parashuram and Dashrathchand of Nepal and 
Karnali Rafting Adventure Pvt. Ltd signed an 
MoU to begin rafting activity on the Mahakali.

• On March 22, 2021, marking the World Water 
Day, rafting was conducted at three different spots 
of Nepal’s Baitadi, Dadeldhura, and Kanchanpur 
districts. They were Sera to Jhulaghat in Baitadi, 
Parshuramdham Temple to the Silent River 
(Dadeldhura) and the Silent River to Khalla 
Massitti (Kanchanpur) districts respectively. 
Local governments from Nepal and communities, 
rafting companies from Nepal and India were 
present on the occasion. On that day, CTATE 
signed an MoU with Mahakali Rafting and Resort 
Company to conduct whitewater rafting on the 
Mahakali River and agreed to coordinate efforts 
for increasing rafting. Subsequently, 300 people 
went rafting in Kanchanpur, and till May 2021, 
about 1,500 people have taken the ride from the 
Nepali side. 

• Bhimdutt Municipality has provided training 
to 20 Nepalese on rafting and allocated NRs 10 
lakhs for purchase of raft boats. 

• On December 5, 2021, a five-member coordination 
committee representing Darchula, Baitadi, 
Dadeldhura, and Kanchanpur districts was formed, 
developed a business plan for all possible rafting 
sections along the  Mahakali in coordination 
with the local communities and private sector for 
rafting. Local tourists of Nepal and India will be 
targeted to take part in whitewater rafting activity 
by charging certain fees. 

• Local Women Empowerment Centres 
have expressed interest in running and 
managing homestays in Khalla Massitti. Such 
organisations in other districts have also 
expressed similar interest. 

The status of rafting is as follows:

• Local governments of Kanchanpur, 
Dadeldhura, and Baitadi districts have 
expressed their commitment to allocate 
budget for developing rafting infrastructure, 
such as road construction, purchase of 
rafting boats, etc. 

• Mahakali Rafting Company has purchased 
two rafting boats. 

• The company operates rafting downstream 
of the Sarada barrage bridge in Kanchanpur 
District and occasionally in the Khalla Massitti 
area. Rafting activity has ceased because of 
COVID-19 disruptions and is closed for the 
rainy season of 2021. 

• Discussions were organized among members 
of hotel associations, bus associations, and 
the Federation of Chamber of Commerce 
of Kanchanpur, Dadeldhura, Baitadi, and 
Darchula districts to understand the issue of 
cost, road conditions, and limited investment 
in rafting in Nepal, which add to challenges 
of smooth operation of rafting. 

• In October 2021, the Mahakali region 
received heavy rainfall, and the resulting 
heavy flood led to major economic loss to 
rafting companies on the Indian side. The 
floods also destroyed the roads used for 
rafting in the Khalla Massitti area.

PRESENT STATUS 

FINAL OBSERVATION

In South Asia, building of dams and barrages, 
pollution, upstream diversion, and riverbed sand 
mining have led to degradation of rivers and loss 
of aquatic biodiversity and river-dependent local 
livelihoods. Similar challenges are emerging in the 
areas along the Mahakali River. In the lower reaches 
of the river’s main stem, barrages have been built, 
while dams have been built in the upper tributaries 
of the river in Nepal and India. From the hills till the 
Tanakpur Barrage, the mainstem of the river flows free. 
The implementation of the proposed Pancheshwar 
Dam and its accessories would change this status of 
the river’s main stem.



NOTES 

1   This section is adapted from William Roger 
Van D Berg, 2003: Whitewater Rafting in Nepal: 
An Anthropological Analysis Participation in 
Global Tourism Industry, Phd Thesis, University 
of Georgia. Also see Pandey S., 2018: Inter-
Sectoral Water Use Conflict in Bhotekoshi River: 
A Perspective from Hydropower and Rafting, 
Master’s Thesis Nepal Engineering College 
Changunarayan, Bhaktapur Pokhara University 
Nepal, December. 

2   https://www.lawcommission.gov.np/en/
wp-content/uploads/2018/09/rafting-
rules-20632006.pdf

3   http://www.pmp.gov.np/pdf-files/water-
resources-strategy.pdf

4   https://www.slideshare.net/BhimUpadhyaya/
national-water-plan-nepal-2005-by-
wecs#:~:text=The%20goal%20defined%20
by%20the,people%20in%20a%20sustainable%20
manner.&text=The%20NWP%20recognize-
s%20the%20broad,investments%20and%20
human%20resource%20development.

5   SIWI (2019) Political Economy Analysis: 
Transboundary Water Cooperation in the 
Mahakali/Sharda Basin Cooperation Challenges 
and Collaborative Possibilities, TROSA, TWM 
November.

6   Locally, a few tea shops have been opened. 
However, no data on the specific number of 
individuals involved in the activity or share of 
benefits they receive are available. See http://
pei.center/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/Built-
On-Sand iTROSA_PEI.pdf

7   Under TROSA project, Oxfam and its partners 
have developed a network among communities 
of Nepal and India.

8   https://www.reportersnepal.com/2019/01/296781
9   The 1954 Koshi and 1950 Gandak Treaty create 

space to develop irrigation and hydropower and 
control flooding.

10   The conventional approach to water 
development guided by reductionist perception 
of engineering have largely conceived rivers 
as resource to be stored/diverted to satisfy 
hydroelectricity and irrigation without 
holistically considering multiple values. The 
PANI (2016-2021) project implemented jointly 
by GoN and USAID in Nepal’s Mahakali, 
Karnali and West Rapti basin has argued 
for holistic approach to water resources by 
considering multiple values than a single 
focus on hydropower. See https://pdf.usaid.gov/
pdf_docs/PA00Z4WT.pdf and https://soanas.
org/stewardship-of-nepals-rivers-and-water-
resources-for-multiple-uses/

When the IMT was signed in 1996, many 
concerns such as local livelihoods and 
degradation of rivers only received limited 
attention. In fact, most of the trans-boundary 
water treaties in South Asia do not recognize 
local issues. They only aim at modification of 
stock and flow of the river by building dams and 
barrages for obtaining hydropower, irrigation and 
flood control benefits9. By taking up a bottom-up 
perspective, the TROSA project has attempted to 
expand the scope of trans-boundary cooperation 
and highlighted the multiple meanings and 
functions of water in nature and society for 
wellbeing of communities and countries. This 
initiative was based on the idea that holistic 
approach to water resources should consider 
multiple values than a single focus such as 
hydropower development10.

The rafting initiative was based on five premises. 
First, a river needs clean and enough flow of 
water with rapids for the raft to run. Such flow 
would indirectly help aquatic biodiversity in the 
river stretch. Secondly, by beginning rafting, 
private sector entities would be involved in 
trans-boundary water conservation to continue 
their business. Thirdly, rafting would bring direct 
benefits to the riparian communities, particularly 
communities living along the banks. Fourthly, 
rafting in the Mahakali from both banks of 
the river will, to some extent, help improve 
engagement between communities across the 
border and finally all local stakeholders across 
the border will endorse this initiative.

The responsibility of trans-boundary water 
development and management falls under the 
jurisdiction of the central governments in Nepal 
and India. Despite past treaties, an environment 
of mistrust and suspicion prevails between the 
neighbours on river water development, use 
and management. This initiative of whitewater 
rafting on the Mahakali River is aimed at helping 
local communities get direct benefits and, in 
the process, minimise mistrust and suspicions. 
Attempts were also made to bring along the 
private sector, together with CSOs and local and 
national governments of Nepal and India playing 
a modulating role. Continuing whitewater rafting 
on the Mahakali River will help build cooperation 
between the Mahakali basin communities living 
across the border in Nepal and India.
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15. Brown, Katrina & Turner, R. & Hameed, Hala & Bateman, Ian. (1995). Tourism and sustainability in 
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