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Springs: A lifeline for 
communities in the midhills
Springs, also called dhara, mool, kuwa, 
naula, and chasma, are, the most 
important source of water for millions of 
people in the midhills of the Hindu Kush 
Himalayas. Spring water is used for 
drinking, irrigation, domestic, and religious 
purposes. They also perform important 
ecological functions, like supporting local 
vegetation and wildlife and maintaining 
baseflow in rivers.

Uses of springs

Springs are drying
There is increasing anecdotal evidence from across the HKH that springs are 
drying up, leading to acute water stress. This evidence is largely anecdotal 
as few systematic and scientific studies have been conducted on this topic.

Why are springs 
drying?
• Climate change, especially 
rainfall
• Land and land use changes
• Socioeconomic and 
demographic changes

Drying of springs leads 
to:
• Drinking and domestic water 
insecurity in rural and urban areas
• Irrigation water insecurity in hills
• Poor ecosystem services – e.g. 
low baseflow and human wildlife 
conflicts

Genesis of the eight-step methodology
Given the importance of springs, and lack of scientific studies and growing 
evidence that springs are drying or their discharge is declining, researchers 
and practitioners from the region came together in December 2015 in 
Gangtok, Sikkim in an ICIMOD and ACWADAM organized workshop and 
collaboratively developed a common methodology for understanding the 
science, social science and implementation activities needed for revival of 
springs.

Integrating physical with 
social, and science with 
implementation
The uniqueness of this methodology 
lies in its power of integration. Given 
the complexity of the issue and 
urgency of dealing with it, our 
methodology integrates aspects of  
physical and social sciences, and is 
just as useful for researchers as it is 
for field practitioners. The step-wise 
approach is relatively easy to follow 
and each step generates scientific 
information while also allowing 
project implementers to invest in 
infrastructure that will help revive 
springs.

Training barefoot 
hydrogeologists
A week-long training course has been 
designed for researchers, NGO 
partners, and government officials. 
Two trainings have been conducted 
and more are planned. In addition, 
special trainings have been 
conducted for village communities 
using pictorial training manuals. 

The way forward
This methodology is now being deployed by 
ICIMOD and its partners in various locations in 
India and Nepal. Through the CGIAR Research 
Program on Water, Land and Ecosystems, 
work is being done in Dailekh and 
Sindhupalchowk districts of Nepal and in 
Nainital district of Uttarakhand, India. Similar 
work is also being undertaken under the HI-
AWARE project (in Nuwakot district, Nepal, 
and Darjeeling district, West Bengal, India) and 
the Kailash Sacred Landscape Conservation 
and Development Initiative (Darchula district, 
Nepal, and Uttarakhand, India). Over the next 
five years, it is expected that this methodology 
will be applied in all countries of the HKH. 
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Elixir of Life – Mid Hills of Hindu Kush Himalayas as basis for Water Security

ICIMOD Research on Springs:
WLE; KSL; HI AWARE

• Drying Springs (women and children drudgery)
• Science of Springs
• Springs as groundwater
• Inadequate public policy focus
• Springsheds cut across, administrative units

90% population in hill and mountain regions of 
Himalayas depend on springs
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Advocacy of Springs in Hindu Kush Himalayas 

Himalayan Springs Initiative
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Water resources in the Himalaya

• Glaciers

• Snow

• Rivers

• Lakes

• Streams

• Springs

Lowland 

perspective

Mountain 

perspective
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Springshed ‘lens’ for water security
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•Mapping of springs and springshedsStep 1

• Setting up data monitoring systemStep 2

•Understanding spring governance systemsStep 3

•Hydrogeology mappingStep 4

•Creating a conceptual hydrogeological layoutStep 5

•Classification of spring type, aquifer, recharge Step 6

• Springshed management protocol and implementationStep 7

•Measuring impacts – hydrogeological and socio-
economic

Step 8

Reviving springs as a solution: 
Methodology and  approaches
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Way Forward

Mainstreaming Methodology and approaches in ICIMOD HKH countries

Training of partners – both of local communities and implementation 
partners 

Hosting the Regional HKH Springs Network and Portal
Repository of Data from HKH

Understanding of Hydrogeology and Social Systems

Next IPCC report will feature a peer review work on springs

Global and International Collaboration: eg IAH
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