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a misplaced paranoia

A c O u P L e  O F  M O N T h S  B A c K  
islamabad went hysterical again. india 
 as usual was the target. This time it is 

not about Kashmir or the fate of the Muslim 
population in india, but a new topic: water. Not 
completely new, but the virulence was new.

According to the Pakistani media, New Delhi 
had started a ‘water war’ against Pakistan and 
decided to starve the country of its due share of 
water.

Pakistan’s real boss, general Ashfaq Kayani 
said that india would remain the focus of Pakistani 
military doctrine so long as Kashmir and Water 
remained unresolved. The fact that there is 
an indus Water Treaty since 1960 and that the 
agreement despite its limitations (especially for 
india and more particularly for Kashmir) has 
worked relatively well was omitted from the 
debate. 

As always, there was a veiled threat at the 
end: a ‘water war’ may trigger a ‘nuclear war’ if 
Delhi did not listen to islamabad. Of course, the 
American sponsors were immediately called on 
to restrain india on in the issue.

Dr. Arvind gupta in a research paper for the 
iDSA entitled Vicious anti-India propaganda in 
Pakistan on Water issues1 lists some of the pearls 
of wisdom found in the Pakistani press: 

Dawn quoted the former Foreign Minister 
Sardar Asif Ali as saying that “if india 
continues to deny Pakistan its due share 
[of water], it can lead to a war between the 
two countries.” (18 January 2010) 

in a similar vein, PML (Q) chief 
chaudhary Sujat hussain said that 
the water crisis between Pakistan and 
india could become more serious than 
terrorism and can result in a war (Dawn, 
18 January 2010). 

Majid Nizami, chief editor of Nawi Waqt 

•

•

•

group of newspapers, said that “Pakistan 
can become a desert within the next 10 to 
15 years. We should show upright posture 
or otherwise prepare for a nuclear war.” 
(Dawn, 18 January 2010). 

Member of the Punjab Assembly Warris 
Khalo said that india would “remain an 
enemy” until the Kashmir dispute and 
water issues are resolved. (Dawn 27 
January 2010). 

Palwasha Khan, Member of National 
Assembly, accused india 
of perpetrating ‘water 
terrorism’ against Pakistan 
and said that “experts 
foresee war over the water 
issue in the future and any 
war in this region would be 
no less than a nuclear war.” 
(Daily Times 17 February 
2010). 

in a recent debate in 
P a k i s t a n ’s  N a t i o n a l 
Assembly, several members urged the 
government to impress on New Delhi 
“not to use” Pakistan’s share of water 
(Daily Times, 25 February 2010). 

Dr. Manzur ejaz, a commentator, writing 
in Daily Times (3 March 2010) warned 
that “unless Pakistan was assured on the 
supply of water, it will never abandon the 
proxies that can keep india on its toes 
by destabilizing Kashmir.” he further 
added: “for Pakistan the territory of 
Kashmir may not be as important as the 
water issue.”

The last comment is the most significant, 
‘Kashmir is not as important the water issue’. 
Why? 

Well, in the first place, the main motivation 
of MA Jinnah and Liaquat Ali Khan in 1947-48 
was perhaps not the Two-Nation Theory, but 
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•

•
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...the main 
motivation of MA 

Jinnah and Liaquat 
Ali Khan in 1947-

48 was perhaps 
not the Two-Nation 

Theory, but the 
waters of Kashmir...
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the waters of Kashmir which were (and are) an 
existential issue for the Land of the Pure.

hafiz Muhammad Saeed, the Lashkar-e-
Tayiba founder (and mastermind of the 2008 
Mumbai attacks) added to the hullabaloo by 
asserting that the next war between india and 
Pakistan would be fought over water. Saeed called 
on the people of Pakistan to stand united against 
india. 

Does the terrorist leader know that since 
1960 the indus Water Treaty has been able to 
legally deal with all water issues facing india and 
Pakistan? The ‘water war’ gimmick was probably 
orchestrated by the Army, which has always found 
that the best way to keep Pakistan ‘together’ was to 
point a finger at the ‘eternal’ enemy, india.

Fortunately, everything finally ended well. 
Pakistan Foreign Minister 
Shah Mahmood Quereshi 
declared a few days later that 
“the Pakistani authorities 
have a tendency to ‘pass 
the buck’ and exaggerate 
differences with india over the 
sharing of river waters though 
mismanagement within the 

country is resulting in the loss of 34 million acre 
feet of water.”

According to Quereshi, while the average 
supply of water that reaches Pakistan is 104 million 
acre feet, the water consumed is 70 million acre 
feet. he rightly asked: “Where is the 34 million 
acre feet of water going? is india stealing that 
water from you? No, it is not. Please do not fool 
yourselves and do not misguide the nation. We 
are mismanaging that water”.2

New Delhi could sigh in relief; india had not 
committed any crime (for this time at least). 

All this frenzy may have been laughable 
but for a new element coming into play which 
may turn this dramatic scenario real. it is called 
climate change. The relations between the two 
neighbours may then become truly tense as the 
water scarcity will be real. it does not augur well 
for the future of the subcontinent.

a real Issue

Many defense strategists will laugh when they 
will hear in vogue expression ‘climate change’ 
associated with military affairs, but they will 

perhaps think twice when they realize that even 
the very serious Quadrennial Defense Review 
Report (QDr) of the uS Department of Defence3 
has consecrated several pages to the subject in 
its last issue4. 

The chapter titled Crafting a strategic approach 
to climate and energy states: “climate change 
and energy will play significant roles in the 
future security environment. The Department 
is developing policies and plans to manage 
the effects of climate change on its operating 
environment, missions, and facilities.”

For the Pentagon, one aspect is energy saving. 
Detailed studies have already been undertaken 
how the uS armed forces could become more 
energy efficient.5

The second aspect studied in the report is 
directly linked to global warming and it should 
concern all those who plan for future war 
scenarios in india and elsewhere.

in the words of the uS report: “A series 
of powerful cross-cutting trends, made more 
complex by the ongoing economic crisis, threatens 
to complicate international relations and make 
the exercise of uS statecraft more difficult. The 
rising demand for resources, rapid urbanization 
of littoral regions, the effects of climate change, 
the emergence of new strains of disease, and 
profound cultural and demographic tensions in 
several regions are just some of the trends whose 
complex interplay may spark or exacerbate future 
conflicts.”

The QDr mentions that the “uS global 
change research Program, composed of 13 
federal agencies, reported in 2009 that climate-
related changes are already being observed 
in every region of the world, including the 
united States and its coastal waters. Among 
these physical changes are increases in heavy 
downpours, rising temperature and sea level, 
rapidly retreating glaciers, thawing permafrost, 
lengthening growing seasons, lengthening ice-
free seasons in the oceans and on lakes and 
rivers, earlier snowmelt, and alterations in river 
flows. Assessments conducted by the intelligence 
community indicate that climate change could 
have significant geopolitical impacts around the 
world, contributing to poverty, environmental 
degradation, and the further weakening of fragile 
governments. climate change will contribute to 

he (Quereshi) rightly 
asked: “Where is the 
34 million acre feet of 
water going? Is India 
stealing that water from 
you? No, it is not.
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food and water scarcity, will increase the spread 
of disease, and may spur or exacerbate mass 
migration.”

Though the Pentagon is of the opinion that: 
“While climate change alone does not cause 
conflict, it may act as an accelerant of instability 
or conflict, placing a burden to respond on civilian 
institutions and militaries around the world.”

The report mentions that the “extreme 
weather events may lead to increased demands 
for defense support to civil authorities for 
humanitarian assistance or disaster response both 
within the united States and overseas.”

This point does not concern us here, but the 
Pentagon’s description of the consequences of 
global warming rings a bell for more than one and 
half billion human beings in South Asia.

When ismail Serageldin, the then World 
Bank Vice-President declared in an interview to 
Newsweek in 1995: “Many of the wars this century 
were about oil, but those of the next century will 
be over water,” many laughed. he wanted to bring 
awareness to the impending water crisis; at that 
time already, 80 countries and 40 percent of the 
world’s population faced chronic water problems. 
But in 1995, this ominous statement did not sound 
real. Fifteen years later, it is far more concrete and 
it has strategic implications, the first one being 
the fictitious scenario invented recently by the 
military class in Pakistan and trumpeted by its 
media.

But Not a New Issue

The strategic and political implications of 
climate change are not new. Michel Danino, a 
French-born indian-naturalized scholar recently 
published a fascinating book The Lost River: 
on the Trail of the Sarasvati6. his research is a 
mind-opener on the fate of the mythic river. 
Taking into account the latest research in fields 
as different as satellite imagery, archeology, 
linguistics, paleontology or mythology, Michel 
says: “The indian subcontinent was the scene 
of dramatic upheavals a few thousand years 
ago. The Northwest region entered an arid 
phase, and erosion coupled with tectonic events 
played havoc with river course. One of them 
disappeared.”

he further explains: “it has been accepted 
that the loss of the Sarasvati played a role in the 

dissolution of the harappan city states. Why did 
this remarkable civilisation with its excellent 
town planning, standardized writing and weight 
system suddenly collapse?” he adds: “Scholars 
believe that the Sarasvati river system disappeared 
creating a domino effect on other settlements”. 

There is no doubt that climate changes occurred 
in the past, with incalculable consequences. it is 
unfortunately bound to occur again in the future, 
and this time it will man-made as Danino points 
out.

Though Pakistan is today shouting ‘wolf ’ 
without factual basis, water wars are looming large 
on the horizon of the subcontinent. This could 
bring about tremendous changes in the region, for 
which strategists and planners should be ready.

Seen with the recent hysteria of our 
neighbourhood, the past Sarasvati scenario is 
quite frightening. 

indeed, one day the indus could dry; what 
then will happen to Pakistan? What would be the 
strategic consequences? 

A thought-provoking article in the Crest 
Edition7 of the Times of India entitled Going, 
going, gone tells us about the drying 
of the indian rivers. Whether in india 
or Pakistan, the ‘killing’ is today man-
made: “we slowly kill our rivers, throttle 
them literally. in the hills, we dam them 
— drawing water for irrigation, power 
and direct use. Downstream, once 
the river hits the plains, it becomes 
a dumping ground. it’s a double 
whammy for the river. it’s a tragedy 
for the people who live along it.” This 
is amplified by climate change: “What’s making 
things worse are changes in the catchment areas. 
With reduction in forests and the disappearance 
of natural recharge zones in the mountains, less 
and less water seeps into the rivers. in fact, almost 
ail indian rivers seem to be going through these 
calamitous changes.”

if such a dramatic scenario takes place, 
Pakistan will certainly blame india for it, creating 
further tensions and eventually a new war. 
islamabad will once again divert international 
attention on ‘wicked india’ which ‘starves Pakistan 
of its share of water’. 

Though Pakistan 
is today shouting 

‘wolf’ without 
factual basis, 

water wars are 
looming large on 

the horizon of the 
subcontinent.
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a Global Issue

Since the middle of the 17th century, european 
nations adhered to the Westphalian system8, later 
in the 20th century, decolonized African and Asian 
nations followed the same concept.

Traditional strategic studies are based on 
the principle of ‘territoriality’; it looks at national 
boundaries between Nation-States as sacrosanct. 
The breaching of these frontiers is the prime factor 
triggering most conflicts. 

War generally originates from ‘historically 
non-defined’ (or not accepted) frontiers, i.e. 

Pakistan’s claim over Kashmir 
or china’s on Aksai chin or 
Arunachal9. 

in the case of climate change, 
the origin (and consequences) of 
conflicts, if not wars, are located 
beyond national boundaries, 
m a k i n g  t h e  i s s u e s  m o r e 

complicated to grasp and eventually to solve.

The only way to tackle these global issues is 
through consultation and collaboration; ‘global’ 
solutions have to be found. in this respect, it is 
unfortunate that most of india’s neighbours do not 
understand the meaning of ‘collaboration’. 

however, as the uS QDr rightly says: “We 
must continue incorporating geostrategic and 
operational energy considerations into force 
planning, requirements development, and 
acquisition processes.10”

The better a nation is prepared to tackle these 
forthcoming serious issues, the more chance it has 
to go through it unscathed.

Global Warming

One could ask: is this fashionable ‘global 
warming’ real? 

in 2007, the intergovernmental Panel on 
climate change (iPcc) published a report based 
on the assessment carried out by the different 
Working groups of renowned scientists. 

According to the report: “Warming of the 
climate system is unequivocal, as is now evident 
from observations of increases in global average 
air and ocean temperatures, widespread melting 
of snow and ice and rising global average sea 
level.”11

Further, the report “observed decreases 

in snow and ice extent are also consistent with 
warming. Satellite data since 1978 show that 
annual average Arctic sea ice extent has shrunk 
by 2.7 [2.1 to 3.3] percent per decade, with larger 
decreases in summer of 7.4 [5.0 to 9.8] percent 
per decade. Mountain glaciers and snow cover on 
average have declined in both hemispheres.”12

What is more concrete for the sub-continent 
are the changes on the Tibetan Plateau. in an 
earlier article in this Review13, i mentioned the 
importance of the Tibetan plateau (known as the 
‘Third Pole’) and the rivers originating from the 
roof of the World. The ‘climate change’ only adds 
to the significance of these rivers and glaciers.

The iPcc report says: “changes in snow, 
ice and frozen ground have with high confidence 
increased the number and size of glacial lakes, 
increased ground instability in mountain and 
other permafrost regions and led to changes in 
some Arctic and Antarctic ecosystems. …There is 
high confidence that some hydrological systems 
have also been affected through increased runoff 
and earlier spring peak discharge in many glacier 
and snow-fed rivers and through effects on 
thermal structure and water quality of warming 
rivers and lakes.”

it is now been proven by chinese scientists14 
that the climate on the plateau— so important for 
the water and food security of the sub-continent 
— is changing between twice and thrice faster 
than on the rest of the planet. Some may say, let 
us see when it comes, but in certain areas in Asia, 
tensions are already high15.

the Case of the mekong

The strategic issue resulting from global 
warming does not concern india alone, it 
affects the entire Asian continent; but it is the 
responsibility of the leadership of each Nation-
State (and particularly of india) to be ready to face 
this new type of conflict.

Take the example of the Mekong and the severe 
draught currently experienced in the indochinese 
peninsula. The 4,350 km river has its source 
on the Tibetan Plateau. it flows downstream to 
the Yunnan province of china, Myanmar, Laos, 
Thailand, cambodia and Vietnam.

chinese experts assert that Tibet contributes 
only 20 percent the Mekong’s waters. The 
remaining 80 percent is fed from water sources 
in downstream countries. 

The main problem 
seems to be that 
Beijing has never 
‘shared’ its plans 
and projects with the 
lower riparian States.
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Now china has built several dams on the 
upper reaches of Mekong without consulting its 
neighbours.

This year, draught has been so severe that the 
cargo traffic on the river has stopped, affecting the 
lives of 65 million people in the peninsula.

Several environment scientists claimed that 
the lack of rainfall alone is responsible for the low 
level of the river. A group of affected countries 
— Myanmar, Laos, cambodia and Vietnam — met 
in Thailand to discuss this hot issue.

When Panitan Wattanayagorn, a Thai 
government spokesman asked Beijing for 
“more information, more cooperation and more 
coordination”, china immediately denied any 
wrong doing. The main problem seems to be that 
Beijing has never ‘shared’ its plans and projects 
with the lower riparian States.16

environmental NgOs in the peninsula 
blamed china for ‘drying’ the Mekong and 
provoking the crisis. china, a dialogue partner of 
the commission took the ‘attack’ seriously and 
sent a delegation led by Vice-Foreign Minister 
Song Tao to the two-day conference in Thailand.

Liu Ning, the chinese Vice Minister of 
Water resources affirmed that the dams and 
irrigation projects upstream have actually 
helped stave off some of the effects of drought 
and Foreign Ministry spokesperson Qin gang 
further stated: “china attaches 
great importance to developing 
good-neighbor, friendly and 
cooperative relations with these 
countries in its commitment to 
dialogue, communications and 
cooperation”.

Whatever the truth is, there 
is no doubt that climate change 
is going to provoke similar 
tensions and conflicts elsewhere 
in Asia in the future.17

Some recent Developments in 
tibet

A similar scenario could 
occur soon in Arunachal 
Pradesh and Assam. The 
proposed diversion/damming 
of the Brahmaputra was again in 
the news with the construction 
of a series of dams on the 

Yarlung Tsangpo upstream to the great Bend. 
According to available information, the chinese 
plan to build a series of five dams in the Shannan 
Prefecture (Tibetan: Lhoka) of Tibet at Zangmu, 
gyatsa, Zhongda, Jiexu and Langzhen. 

The Zangmu dam will be the first to be built. 
At an altitude of 3,260 meters, it is expected to 
generate 540 MW of electricity; its height will be 
116 m and length 390 m, it will have a width of 
19 m at the top and 76 m at the bottom. The 26 
turbines-dam would cost 1.138 billion yen.

The contract has been awarded to a consortium 
of five companies under the leadership of 
gezhouba, one of china’s biggest dam-building 
companies (also involved in the massive $1.5 
billion river diversion and hydro-electricity 
project on Neelum-Jhelum in POK). 

For more than a year, satellite imagery as well 
photos of the project were available on the Net, 
even though the construction was denied by the 
chinese government. The government of india 
knew of the project but was unwilling to forcefully 
tackle Beijing and ask for factual explanations.

For Kenneth Pomeranz18: “Some projects 
now underway or being contemplated have 
considerably larger implications, both for chinese 
and for foreigners. The diversion of the Yalong 
Zangbo [Brahmaputra] — if that is indeed on the 
agenda — would have the largest implications 
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of all. if the waters could arrive in North china 
safely and relatively unpolluted — by no means 
sure things — and having generated considerable 
power along the way, the relief for china’s seriously 
strained hydro-ecology would be considerable. On 
the other hand, the impact on eastern india and 
Bangladesh, with a combined population even 
larger than North china’s, could be devastating. 
The potential for such a project to create conflicts 

between china and india 
— and to exacerbate existing 
c o n f l i c t s  o v e r  s h a r e d 
waterways between india and 
Bangladesh — is gigantic.”

recently  during the 
question hour in rajya Sabha, 
external Affairs Minister 
S.M. Krishna informed the 
Members that during his visit 
to china, Beijing had finally 
admitted to the existence 
of the dam: “it is a fact that 

when we met in Beijing, the question of the power 
station did come up. The chinese foreign minister 
assured me that there would be no water storage 
at the dam and it would not in any way impact on 
downstream areas.” 

New Delhi sighed in relief and Krishna and 
his team came back to india reassured. 

Foreign Secretary Nirupama rao was happy, 
there would be no diversion: “This would not be a 
project that would divert water… it is not a storage 
dam for irrigation purposes”, she believed.

Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (GLOF)

Another example of damage produced by 
changed climatic conditions are the glacial Lakes 
Outburst Floods (gLOF). in May, it was reported 
by Agence France Press that water submerged 
a Pakistani tourist town near gilgit: “Panicked 
people took everything they could carry, even 
doors and windows, as a lake threatened to flood 
dozens of villages in northern Pakistan, officials 
and witnesses said. …The lake emerged on January 
4 as a result of a massive landslide that killed 20, 
left about 25,000 people stranded and blocked 
hunza river in a remote himalayan region about 
750 kilometres north of islamabad. Water from 
the lake has submerged parts of gulmit, a tourist 
resort on the main Karakoram highway linking 
Pakistan with china. …The highway has already 

been closed, badly affecting trade between the 
two countries.”19

This disaster is obviously ‘natural’, but in the 
future it could be ‘unnatural’ like in the cases 
reported in my earlier article on the himalayan 
waters.

Pomeranz explains: “climate change poses 
other problems as well. Among the most serious 
are gLOFs. As glaciers in high altitude regions 
melt, they can form large lakes behind natural 
dams of ice and rock. These are somewhat like the 
temporary lakes that formed behind dams of debris 
after the Sichuan earthquake last May, except that 
some of the ‘wall’ is ice. And like those temporary 
lakes, such lakes are dangerous, because they can 
burst through their walls at any moment, creating 
devastating flash floods downstream.” 

As reported in my earlier article in the iDr20, it 
happened in himachal and Arunachal Pradesh a 
few years back and though an extremely strategic 
road was washed away, the government did not 
know how to respond to the crisis.

Permafrost: another Factor 

in geology, permafrost is soil remaining at or 
below the freezing point of water for two or more 
years. The thawing can provoke the melting of 
the permafrost. According to the iPcc report: 
“The permafrost temperature regime is a sensitive 
indicator of decadal to centennial climatic 
variability. Thawing of ice-rich permafrost can 
lead to subsidence of the ground surface as masses 
of ground ice melt and to the formation of uneven 
topography know as thermokarst, generating 
dramatic changes in ecosystems, landscape and 
infrastructure performance. Surface soil freezing 
and thawing processes play a significant role in the 
land surface energy and moisture balance, hence 
in climate and hydrologic systems.”

in other words, the soil becomes a sponge.

it is only recently that this phenomenon has 
been taken into consideration and not much 
scientific data is available21, particularly for the 
Tibetan plateau. Permafrost is important not only 
because first it greatly increases global warming by 
changing the ecosystems and releasing c02 which 
in turn contributes to further warming22, but also 
it may cause serious damage for the strategic 
infrastructure built by the Peoples’ Liberation 
Army in Tibet during the last several decades.

“An unsettling incident 
occurred in Assam that 
went largely unnoticed in 
the Indian media. Over 
a thousand suspected 
illegal migrants crossed 
the Dhansiri River and, 
with impunity, took over 
parts of Orang National 
Park...
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This must greatly worry the chinese leadership 
as their military superiority over their neighbours 
is mainly based on the amazing road and rail 
infrastructure. The seriousness of the problem is 
shown in an article in the China Tibet Information 
Center, the mouthpiece of the ccP in Tibet: “The 
Qinghai-Tibet railway, the world’s highest rail 
line, is running safely over three years and the 
tracks on frozen ground are in stable conditions.” 
The article quotes Li Li, a staff member of railway 
company who states: ‘in over three years since the 
launch of Qinghai-Tibet railway, our company has 
adopted various measures to monitor, inspect and 
maintain the tracks on frozen ground’.”

The article continues and affirms that 
according to the railway company: “The tracks 
on frozen ground are under automatic inspection, 
which provides around-the-clock data on weather 
and ground temperature and safeguards its stable 
operation.”

The regular passage of the train probably 
greatly increases the thawing of the permafrost. 
if the chinese government is uneasy about the 
issue three years after the inauguration of the 
railway line, one can imagine the seriousness of 
the problem which hopefully will be taken into 
account by the military thinkers in china (and in 
india). imagine the base of the track becoming a 
sponge in a few years time!

environmental migrants

Another issue is environment migrants.

An article recently published in sify.com 
mentioned: “An unsettling incident occurred in 
Assam that went largely unnoticed in the indian 
media. Over a thousand suspected illegal migrants 
crossed the Dhansiri river and, with impunity, 
took over parts of Orang National Park in Darrang 
district in the early hours of May 6.”23

This issue could take a much larger proportion 
as a result of global warming. it could radically 
change the demographic face of Northern india, 
with the strategic repercussions one can foresee. 
After all, the 1971 Operations for the liberation of 
Bangladesh were forced on india when more than 
ten million refugees took refuge in india.

A report No Place Like Home24 published by 
The Environmental Justice Foundation, a uK-
based NgO states: “every year climate change 
is attributable for the deaths of over 300,000 
people, seriously affects a further 325 million 

people, and causes economic losses of uS$125 
billion.

Four billion people are vulnerable to the 
effects of climate change and 500-600 million 
people – around 10 percent of the planet’s human 
population – are at extreme risk.”

Sea rise may be one of the phenomena 
that the planet will soon witness. it will create 
tens of millions of ‘environmental migrants’ 
who are defined as “persons 
or groups of persons who, for 
reasons of sudden or progressive 
changes in the environment 
that adversely affect their lives 
or living conditions, are obliged 
to have to leave their habitual 
homes, or choose to do so, either 
temporarily or permanently, and 
who move either within their 
territory or abroad.”

imagine tens of millions 
of ‘migrants’ having to leave 
Bangladesh! Where would they go? it is not 
difficult to guess: to their hospitable neighbor, 
creating serious disturbances in the North-east. 
Who is thinking about this in Delhi?

Global Warming and Food Security

climate change or global Warming are not 
isolated issues; to have emphasised too much on 
climate change was perhaps the mistake made by 
the organizers of the copenhagen conference. it 
is only one factor, though an important one which 
challenges the future of the planet. Another issue 
intractably linked to climate change and water 
shortage is food security. As we have seen in the 
case of the Mekong, serious drought (provoked 
or not by climate change) triggers the drying of 
rivers, which in turn brings food shortage and 
starvation, ending in migrations and sometimes 
in armed conflict.

There is no doubt that water shortage (and 
food security) will be at the origin of new conflicts 
in the years to come, more particularly in South 
Asia and South east Asia. Simultaneously, food 
and water are the two most acute problems faced 
by china today. These two issues already have 
grave social, strategic and political consequences 
for china’s neighbours.

A decade ago, the leadership in Beijing had 
proclaimed: “China can feed itself in the next 

...food and water are 
the two most acute 
problems faced by 

China today. These 
two issues already 
have grave social, 

strategic and political 
consequences for 

China’s neighbours.
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urbanisation, industrialisation and economic 
development.”

With natural resources decreasing fast, more 
conflicts are bound to appear within the Middle 
Kingdom and with its neighbours. 

Will an india facing similar problems be ready 
to tackle these new external threats?

Some Conclusions

climate change is here to stay. Though 
scientific data cannot give a complete image as yet, 
it is bound to have unforeseeable consequences 
for humanity; it may trigger a large number of local 
and regional conflicts.

The most serious threats are related to the 
Third Pole, the Tibetan plateau invaded in 1950 
by the People’s Liberation Army and more 
particularly to the rivers flowing from the roof of 
the World to the indian subcontinent. 

The large release of waters (voluntary of 
involuntary, e.g. earthquake) could create havoc 
in the entire North-eastern part of the country and 
destroy indian military preparedness. 

The rise of the sea level could also provoke a 
pre-1971 Bangladesh Operations situation. 

Like the Pentagon recently did, it is high time 
for military planners to think about these issues. 
These inevitable changes should be taken into 
account when New Delhi envisions its military 
strategy for the decades to com. it will avoid 
unpleasant surprises.

century”, but the mere fact that the problem 
is often discussed at the highest level of the 
chinese hierarchy shows that the problem is not 
solved25. Beijing is not sure where the solution 
lies or even if there is a solution (except by 
importing).

Several years ago, Lester Brown, the famous 
agronomist advanced a theory26: with 
the growth in population (predicted 
to reach 1.6 billion in 2045) and the 
increase in industrial development, 
the arable lands reduce rapidly 
while the needs of the population 
increase simultaneously. With water 
becoming a rare commodity and 
agriculture needing more water to 
sustain its production china has a 

mega problem to solve. Moreover the ‘blue gold’ 
is not equally distributed between the North and 
the South creating even more internal tensions.

The story about the diversion of the 
Brahmaputra can be summarized in one question 
only: “Who will feed china?” Beijing may have no 
alternative, but to go for the pharaonic project, just 
because it needs ‘water’. 

The issue is not an easy one. The iPcc report 
noted: “By the 2050s, freshwater availability 
in central, South, east and South-east Asia, 
particularly in large river basins, is projected to 
decrease.” And then, “climate change is projected 
to compound the pressures on natural resources 
and the environment associated with rapid 
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4. February 2010.

5. This is obviously not yet the case for the Army, Navy 
and Air Force in india. 
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9780143068648.aspx

7. On May 17, 2010.

8. Wikipedia says: “Westphalian sovereignty is the 
concept of nation-state sovereignty based on 
two principles: territoriality and the exclusion of 
external actors from domestic authority structures. 
…Adherents to the concept of a Westphalian 

system trace it back to the Peace of Westphalia, 
signed in 1648, in which, according to the 
conventional account, the major european powers 
came together and agreed to abide by the principle 
of territorial integrity. in the Westphalian system, 
the interests and goals of states (and later nation-
states) were widely assumed to transcend those of 
any individual citizen or even any ruler. States, in 
effect, became the primary institutionalized actors 
in an interstate system of relations.”

9. Though it is not the case when the united States 
starts a war against iraq or sends troops to 
Afghanistan.

10. Quadrennial Defense review report, op. cit.

11. The report gives concrete examples: “eleven of 
the last twelve years (1995-2006) rank among the 
twelve warmest years in the instrumental record 
of global surface temperature (since 1850). The 
100-year linear trend (1906-2005) of 0.74 [0.56 to 
0.92]°c is larger than the corresponding trend of 
0.6 [0.4 to 0.8]°c (1901-2000) given in the Third 
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Assessment report (TAr). The temperature 
increase is widespread over the globe and is greater 
at higher northern latitudes. Land regions have 
warmed faster than the oceans.

 rising sea level is consistent with warming. global 
average sea level has risen since 1961 at an average 
rate of 1.8 [1.3 to 2.3] mm/yr and since 1993 at 
3.1.”

12. To quote the iPcc report: “it is very likely that over 
the past 50 years: cold days, cold nights and frosts 
have become less frequent over most land areas, 
and hot days and hot nights have become more 
frequent. it is likely that: heat waves have become 
more frequent over most land areas, the frequency 
of heavy precipitation events has increased over 
most areas, and since 1975 the incidence of 
extreme high sea level has increased worldwide.”

13. indian Defence review (Vol. 23.2-Apr/Jun -08), 
claude Arpi, himalayan rivers, geopolitics and 
Strategic Perspectives.

14. int’l scientists to launch environmental studies on 
‘Third Pole’ in The People’s Daily (March 09, 2010), 
see http://english.peopledaily.com.cn/90001/907
76/90881/6913151.html

15. it is estimated that 1/3 of the himalayan glaciers 
will disappear by 2050, and 2/3 by 2100. Scientific 
models predict that this will happen much faster 
in the Western than the eastern himalayas; the 
situation for Pakistan and Northwest india is thus 
grim, with an initial windfall period of increased 
flows to be followed by a devastating loss of water 
in the already-declining indus, Sutlej, and other 
rivers.

16. Beijing has done the same thing with india, built 
dams on the Brahmaputra without informing New 
Delhi. 

17. The great himalayan Watershed, op. cit. Kenneth 
Pomeranz speaks of, “possible damage to china’s 
neighbors from this approach to its water and energy 
needs is staggeringly large – and the potential to 
raise political tensions is commensurate. Previous 
water diversion projects affecting the source of the 
Mekong have already drawn protests from Vietnam 

(and from environmental groups), and, as noted 
above, a project on the Nu river (which becomes 
the Salween in Thailand and Burma) which was 
suspended in the face of significant domestic and 
foreign opposition in 2004 and then re-started, 
has recently been halted again by order of Prime 
Minister Wen Jiabao.” 

 See http://www.japanfocus.org/-Kenneth-
Pomeranz/3195

18. See The great himalayan Watershed, op.cit.

19. See, http://www.google.com/hostednews/
a f p / a r t i c l e / A L e q M 5 j u W j j h X e g 2 P d Q 1 f _
rrNcrpOVzmjA

20. indian Defence review (Vol. 23.2-Apr/Jun -08), 
claude Arpi, himalayan rivers, geopolitics and 
Strategic Perspectives.

21. According to iPcc report: “Permafrost temperature 
increased about 0.2°c to 0.5°c from the 1970s to 
1990s over the hinterland of the Tibetan Plateau, 
up to 0.5°c along the Qinghai-Xizang highway 
over a period from 1995 to 2002 and about 0.2°c 
to 0.4°c from 1973 to 2002 at depths of 16 to 20 m 
in Tianshan Mountain regions.” 

22. Over the Tibetan Plateau, basal thawing of 0.01 
to 0.02 m yr–1 was observed since the 1960s in 
permafrost of less than 100 m thickness. it is 
expected that the basal thawing rate will accelerate 
over the Tibetan Plateau as the permafrost surface 
continues to warm.

23. See http://sify.com/news/the-silent-bangladeshi-
invasion-of-assam-news-columns-kforQ3dhbhi.
html

24. See http://www.ejfoundation.org/page590.html

25. Bloomberg reported on May 21 that “china bought 
118,000 tons of corn from the u.S., the world’s 
biggest shipper, for delivery before Aug. 31 [2010], 
the u.S. Department of Agriculture said in a 
statement. Wheat futures are down 20 percent in 
the past year, making the grain more attractive as 
an alternative to corn for livestock feed, analysts 
said.”

26. Brown Lester r., Who will Feed china?, (New York: 
Worldwatch institute, 1995).
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