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& WHY IN NEWS

Kaveh Madani, Director of the UN University Institute for Water, Environment and Health (UNU-INWEH),
received the 2026 Stockholm Water Prize — often called the “Nobel Prize for Water.” The award recognises his

work on water security, water conflict resolution, and transboundary water governance.

WHO IS KAVEH MADANI?

Kaveh Madani is an Iranian-American water scientist, environmental policy expert, and academic:

Current role: Director, UN University Institute for Water, Environment and Health (UNU-

INWEH), based in Hamilton, Canada

Previous role: Former Deputy Head of Iran’s Department of Environment (resigned in 2018

after political pressure)
Also: Research Professor at City College of New York (CCNY)

Academic background: BSc in Civil Engineering (University of Tabriz, Iran); MSc in Water
Resources (Lund University, Sweden); PhD in Civil & Environmental Engineering (University of
California, Davis); formerly Assistant Professor at University of Central Florida, Reader (tenured) at

Imperial College London, and Henry Hart Rice Senior Fellow at Yale University

Expertise: Water conflicts, game theory applications in water management, transboundary river

disputes, climate change and water security
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ABOUT THE STOCKHOLM WATER PRIZE

Award: The Stockholm Water Prize is one of the world’s most prestigious environmental honours — often
called the “Nobel Prize for Water” — awarded annually by the Stockholm International Water
Institute (SIWI) and the Stockholm Water Foundation (SWF).

Established: 1991 (35th year in 2026)

Cash prize: 1 million SEK (~380 lakh)

Presented by: H.M. King Carl XVI Gustaf of Sweden at the Stockholm World Water Week
(August, Stockholm)

Announced: March 18, 2026, at UNESCO HQ, Paris (ahead of World Water Day, March 22)

Host: Stockholm International Water Institute (SIWI), founded 1991, HQ Stockholm
Madani’s historic firsts:

Youngest-ever laureate (age 44)

First UN official to win the prize

First former politician to receive the honour
The “Water Bankruptcy” Concept: Madani introduced the concept of “water bankruptcy” — arguing
that terms like “water stress” or “water crisis” are inadequate when water insecurity becomes chronic,
systemic, and partly irreversible. In a landmark UN report in January 2026, he declared the world had

entered an era of “global water bankruptcy” — with many river basins and aquifers now unable to recover

to historical conditions even if extraction stopped today.
Iran connection — “Water Terrorist” to Laureate:

Returned to Iran in 2017 as Deputy Head of Iran’s Department of Environment to reform water
governance

State-aligned Iranian media accused him of espionage, calling him a “water terrorist” and “bioterrorist”
Arrested and interrogated multiple times before being forced into exile in 2018

His 2026 prize symbolises the journey from political persecution to the world’s top water award

WATER SECURITY — INDIA AND GLOBAL CONTEXT

GLOBAL WATER CRISIS:

2 billion people lack access to safe drinking water (WHO/UNICEF Joint Monitoring Programme)
3.6 billion people face water scarcity for at least one month per year

World Water Day: March 22 (since 1993, declared by UNGA in 1992)
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UN SDG 6: “Ensure availability and sustainable management of water and sanitation for all” (by

2030)

INDIA'S WATER CHALLENGES:

India has 4% of world’s freshwater but 18% of world’s population

India ranks 13th globally among countries facing extremely high water stress (World Resources

Institute Aqueduct Atlas)

River water disputes: Cauvery (Karnataka-Tamil Nadu), Ravi-Beas (Punjab-Haryana-Rajasthan),

Mahadayi/Mandovi (Goa-Karnataka-Maharashtra)

Groundwater crisis: India is the world’s largest groundwater extractor (~250 cubic km/year),

causing rapid aquifer depletion in Punjab, Rajasthan, UP

KEY INDIAN WATER GOVERNANCE BODIES:

Body Role

National Water Mission (NWM) One of 8 missions under National Action Plan on Climate Change (NAPCC);

water conservation in climate change context

Central Water Commission Technical apex body for river management, flood forecasting, dam safety
(CWO)

Central Ground Water Board Maps, monitors, and manages groundwater resources

(CGWB)

National Water Development Prepares pre-feasibility reports for inter-basin water transfer (river linking)
Agency (NWDA)

Jal Shakti Ministry Created in 2019 (merged MoWR + MoDWS) — nodal for Jal Jeevan Mission

JAL JEEVAN MISSION (JJIM):

Launched: August 15, 2019

Target: Functional Household Tap Connection (FHTC) to every rural household by 2024 (later
extended)

Coverage as of early 2026: ~80% of rural households connected

TRANSBOUNDARY WATER — UNU-INWEH FOCUS

UNU-INWEH (UN University Institute for Water, Environment and Health):

Part of the United Nations University (UNU) system
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HQ: Hamilton, Ontario, Canada

Mandate: Research and capacity-building on water challenges in developing countries

Focus areas: Water-energy-food nexus, water governance, transboundary water management, water
security in conflict zones

Transboundary water issues where Madani’s work applies:

Helmand River (Afghanistan-Iran): Long-running dispute over water allocation
Aral Sea basin (Central Asia): One of the world’s worst water management catastrophes
Tigris-Euphrates (Turkey-Iraq-Syria): Turkish dams reducing downstream flow

Nile (Ethiopia-Egypt-Sudan): Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam (GERD) conflict

UPSC RELEVANCE

Stockholm Water Prize (est. 1991, by SIWI), World Water Day (March 22), SDG 6, UNU-INWEH

(Hamilton, Canada), India’s global water stress rank (13th, WRI), Jal Jeevan Mission.

MAINS GS3:

Water governance, water security, river disputes, groundwater crisis, Jal Jeevan Mission, NAPCC water

mission.

GS2:

International water governance frameworks, transboundary rivers.
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FACTS CORNER — KNOWLEDGEPEDIA

I STOCKHOLM WATER PRIZE 2026:
Winner: Kaveh Madani (Director, UNU-INWEH; Research Professor at CCNY; age 44; born 1981)
Awarded by: SIWI (Stockholm International Water Institute) + Stockholm Water Foundation
Established: 1991 (35th year in 2026)
Cash prize: 1 million SEK (~%80 lakh)
Presented by: King Carl XVI Gustaf of Sweden at World Water Week (August, Stockholm)
Announced: March 18, 2026, UNESCO HQ, Paris
Historic firsts: Youngest-ever laureate; first UN official; first former politician

Key concept: “Water bankruptcy” — declared global era in January 2026 UN report

I KAVEH MADANI — ACADEMIC BACKGROUND:
BSc: University of Tabriz (Iran); MSc: Lund University (Sweden); PhD: UC Davis (USA)
Former positions: Assistant Prof. at University of Central Florida; Reader at Imperial College London; Senior
Fellow at Yale
| uNU-INWEH:
Full form: UN University Institute for Water, Environment and Health
HQ: Hamilton, Ontario, Canada

Part of: United Nations University (UNU) system

I GLOBAL WATER FACTS:
2 billion without safe drinking water (WHO/UNICEF)
India: 4% of world freshwater; 18% of world population
India groundwater extraction: ~250 cubic km/year (world’s largest)
India water stress rank: 13th (World Resources Institute)
World Water Day: March 22 (since 1993)

SDG 6: Safe water and sanitation for all by 2030

I INDIA WATER BODIES:
Central Water Commission (CWC): flood forecasting, river management
Central Ground Water Board (CGWB): groundwater management
National Water Mission (NWM): one of 8 NAPCC missions
Jal Shakti Ministry: formed 2019 (MoWR + MoDWS merger)

I JAL JEEVAN MISSION:
Launched: August 15, 2019
Target: FHTC to every rural household

Coverage (early 2026): ~80% rural households

I OTHER RELEVANT FACTS:
GERD (Grand Ethiopian Renaissance Dam): largest hydro project in Africa; Nile conflict with Egypt-Sudan
Aral Sea: Shrank 90% due to Soviet-era irrigation diversion — world’s biggest water disaster

India’s major inter-state river disputes: Cauvery (SC judgment 2018), Ravi-Beas, Mahadayi
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Sources: SIWI , UNU-INWEH , GKToday
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