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. Water dispute

By Ashfak Bokhari

ON January 3, Sardar Aseff
Ali, a former foreign minister
and now PM’s adviser on edu-
cation, said after a seminar in
Lahore that water is a sensi-
tive issue and if India contin-
ues to deny Pakistan its due
share, it can lead to a war be-
tween the two countries.

The water issue easily ignites popu-
lar passions because Pakistan is in-
creasingly confronted by an impending
water crisis that threatens its agricul-
ture. The talk of a war with India over
water is an alarming turn in the con-
flict debate but is not something new.
In March last year, a group of more
than 20 different UN bodies warned
that, since water has become the latest
cause to stoke tensions between India
and Pakistan, the world may be peril-
ously close to its first water war.

“Water is linked to the crises of cli-
mate change, energy and food sup-
plies and prices, and troubled finan-
cial markets,” said their report.
“Unless their links with water are ad-
dressed and water crises around the
world are resolved, other crises may
intensify and local water crises may
worsen, converging into a global water
crisis and leading to political insecur-
ity and conflict at various levels.”

The first attempt to use water as a
military tool was made in 1503 when
Leonardo da Vinci and Machiavelli
planned to divert Amo River away
from Pisa during the conflict between
Pisa and Florence.

On January 28, 2009, President Asif
Ali Zardari in an article in
Washington Post warned: “The water
crisis in Pakistan is directly linked to
relations with India. Its resolution
could prevent an environmental catas-
trophe in South Asia, but failure to do
so could fuel the fires of discontent
that may lead to extremism and ter-
rorism.”

In early 2009, Pakistan was seen be-
ing on the brink of a water disaster, as
the availability of water which was
5,000 cubic meters per capita 60 years
ago has declined to 1,200 cubic me-
ters. By 2020, it may fall to about 800
cubic meters per capita. In recent
weeks water shortage has worsened
from 30 to 40 per cent because of the
drought that may reduce the Rabi
crops produce by 20 per cent. In case
the drought continues, the country
may get 21- 22 million tonnes of wheat

against the target of 25 million
tonnes.

The first phase of the Baglihar dam,
a 450-MW hydroelectric power project
initiated in the 1990s, was completed
on October 10, 2008. Inaugurating the
project, Indian Prime Minister
Manmohan Singh noted: “It is a mat-
ter of satisfaction that the reconstruc-
tion programme... [entailing] 67 proj-
ects is well under way with 19 projects
completed, one of which is the
Baglihar project that I inaugurate to-
day.”

Zardari reacted angrily saying
India’s move to block Pakistan’s water
supply from the Chenab River could
harm their relations. “Manmohan
Singh had assured me in our meeting
in New York that his country is serious-
ly committed to our (Indus) water shar-
ing treaty,” he said, referring to their
meeting on the sidelines of the UN
General Assembly a month before. “We
expect him to stand by his commit-
ment.” India didn’t take steps to abide
by Singh’s commitment or provisions of
the Indus treaty.

Meanwhile, talk about water war
had been gaining currency. On
November 3, 2008, PML-Q chief and
former premier Chaudhry Shujaat
Hussain said the water crisis between
Pakistan and India could become
more serious than terrorism and can
result in a war. Mr Majid Nizami, chief
editor of a group of newspapers, ob-
served in June last that the water dis-
pute with India could trigger a war.
“Pakistan can become a desert within
the next 10 to 15 years. We should
show upright posture or otherwise
prepare for a nuclear war,” he said.

Sardar Assef Ali in his talk to the
media early this month made an im-
portant observation. India, he said,
had served two notices to the
Musharraf government before the con-
struction of the Baglihar dam, but the
latter did not respond to them. It only
raised hue and cry when the dam had
become operational. Pakistan, thus,
lost the arbitration option because of
an inordinate delay by the Musharraf
regime in tackling the issue.

Meanwhile, a team of Indian water
experts will visit Pakistan later this
month to study the projects of
Sulemanki and Balloki Headworks.
These are routine visits, but for long
no such visit had taken place. After
Indian team’s visit, a Pakistan team
will go to India to examine the proj-
ects being built by India on the Indus
River. Indians may visit the Neelum-
Jehlum project, which is of paramount

and war risk

importance since India-is also con-

structing the Kishanganga
Hydropower project on the same trib-
utary.

Pakistan has objected to the design
of the Kishanganga project for not be-
ing in line with the provisions of the
Indus Waters Treaty as it diverts the
water of Jhelum River and there could
be 30 per cent water shortage for Rabi
crop season. A Foreign Office spokes-
person said on November 8, 2009 that
Pakistan is examining the possibility
of invoking the option of a neutral ex-
pert instead of going to the court of ar-
bitration. India has almost completed
a 22-kilometre long tunnel to divert
Kishanganga waters to Wullar Lake in
Indian held Jammu and Kashmir

The Indus Waters Treaty (IWT) sign-
ed by the two countries in 1960 pro-
vides for appointment of a neutral ex-
pert by the World Bank as a last option
to resolve water related issues be-
tween both the countries.

Islamabad fears the Kishanganga
project — it is being constructed on
Ganga River which on entry into
Pakistan becomes Neelum River — will
reduce water level$ downstream in the
plains of Punjab province threatening
irrigation and power projects. In the
wake of inconclusive talks on water
flow of Jhelum, the Indian attempt to
use water as a geo-strategic tool is in
contravention to the Indus treaty.
Under the treaty, India has been allot-
ted exclusive control over the waters
of the eastern rivers which are the
Ravi, the Beas and the Sutlej. Pakistan
controls the waters of three western
rivers — the Indus, the Jhelum and the
Chenab. The base-source of water of
all the rivers flows from the Indian
side of Kashmir.

Water has been the cause of war on
several occasions in history. In 1962,
negotiations between Brazil and
Paraguay over the development of the
Parana River region were interrupted
when the former invaded the area and
took control of the Guaira Falls site.
Brazil took five years to withdraw its
troops after an agreement with
Paraguay to re-examine the develop-
ment of the region was reached.

In 1978, there developed tensions
over the Nile River, especially the Blue
Nile, which originates from Ethiopia.
Egypt repeatedly declared the impor-
tance of water and Anwar Sadat said
in 1979 that the only matter that could
take Egypt to war again was water. In
1988 Boutrous Ghali declared that
next war in the region would be over
the waters of the Nile, not politics.





