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"Many of the wars of the 20th century were about oil but wars of the 21st century will be over water." -- Ismael Serageldin (World Bank vice-president)

One of the greatest tragedies of our time is that more people are likely to suffer and die this decade from lack of clean water than from all armed conflicts combined. The water crisis i.e. waterborne diseases, lack of access to safe drinking water and lack of adequate sanitation have become headline issues. Water scarcity threatens us all menacing our well-being, jeopardising our livelihoods and sometimes endangering our lives. Above all water shortages may cause food shortages. In more prosperous countries, water shortages curtail economic growth and diminish quality of life. In poorer countries, scarcity of clean water in adequate quantities already counts as a deadly affliction. It breeds sickness, blocks development, deepens inequalities of income and opportunity, and undermines the survival of entire societies. 

The failure of successive governments to address the growing water scarcity is extremely troubling because the issue is not grounded in conflicting ideologies or the absence of scientific know-how but the failure stems from more mundane problems, such as a lack of political will and focus. As the problem has worsened, the debate has been sidetracked. It was a duty that the past and present government, owed to a dependent people, to protect and maintain their water supply. This it has failed to do! 

The treasury benches are overflowing with "agricultural experts" from the irrigation sector. Shouldn't they have played a leading role in meeting the challenge of the predicted severe water shortage, by evolving major strategies to improve water productivity, management of water resources and in expanding technologies? A major solution would have been using water more efficiently, especially through evolved irrigation techniques. I wonder if most of them realise that water scarcity is the single greatest threat to human health, the environment and global food supply. It also threatens global peace as countries seek to cope with shortages. 

Pakistan is already in dispute with India over rivers that originate in the Himalayas and flow into Pakistan's territory, and is also concerned about possible Afghan plans to dam rivers. The single greatest impact of water scarcity will be on the food supplies of the poor. Getting it right is a matter of life and death. The "business as usual attitude" speaks volumes of their ignorance. They must never forget that governments mostly fall because of repeated failures to deliver basic necessities to their citizens.

Water has no substitute. The entire biosphere survives on water, not least for a constant re-supply of oxygen. Unlike other diminishing resources, water cannot be replaced by the invention or discovery of some liberating alternative. Water is needed to survive; nothing else will do. Countries are looking at various solutions to the problem; restricting wasteful use of ground water for agriculture, recycling used water, desalinating sea water or tapping aquifer, water bearing rock formations, in the desert. Institutional reforms are being implemented for water allocation to various sectors; municipal, industrial, environmental and agricultural. 

What are we doing? Turning it into a political issue! Unfortunately we as a nation have developed a culture of "non cooperation" even on issues that are vital to our very existence. Opposing the building of dams that provide millions with water was simply preposterous and antagonistic, defying common sense. The absence of one of God's greatest gifts to humankind, together with a growing population is impeding economic and social development in Pakistan. Undoubtedly, "Water is King". It's water and cultivation that rapidly transforms valleys into fields of grain, fruits and vegetables; its absence brings only thirst, starvation and disease. 

When President Musharraf pleaded the case of investment in the infrastructure for water storage, a high priority issue and of paramount importance to every other condition affecting the progress and well-being of the people, he was opposed tooth and nail. Opposition parties added fuel to the fire, at the reservations of the smaller provinces. The fact that such an investment has multiple benefits such as providing water for consumption, industrial use, flood control, irrigation and electricity generation, was totally disregarded and his efforts to mobilise the masses thwarted.

Consequently, not alarming was the bloody clash over water, between the Malikhel and Boshera, two warring tribes in Parachinar, which left dozens wounded and caused loss of precious human lives. The military equipped with heavy weapons entered the area to maintain peace. The Boshera tribe laid claim over the water. Violence erupted when the Malikhels tried to divert water from an irrigation canal to their fields, the men of the other clan resisted. The rivals battled with rifles, mortars and rocket-propelled grenades. The first incident of its kind -- the beginning of water disputes--- a visible sign that in future it will be difficult to avoid conflict over dwindling water supplies. Even if international conflict over water is rare, domestic and inter-communal conflict is not. We need some fundamental transformation as a society in the way we use water, think about water, manage water and value water.

In retrospect, struggles over territory, ideology, colonialism, nationalism, religion and oil have defined regions. Today water not oil, threatens the renewal of military conflicts and social and economic disruptions. The world's population has tripled in the last century. By 2025, world population is projected to reach eight billion. Meanwhile water usage has increased, drying up rivers and ravaging about half the world's wetlands. As global population increases, competition for water will increase between countries, regions, cities, tribes, communities, provinces and between recreational, urban, industrial and agricultural needs. A six-fold increase is expected in "water stressed" countries based on their population and their water ratio. Add to this mix global climate change which by many accounts will cause wetter winters but drier summer months. Scarcity of water is expected to get worse as population and demand grows, making water disputes more common amongst the world's poorest, agrarian countries. 

A growing population and food needs will require a significant boost in current water productivity levels. Pakistan faces a serious water shortage this year after light rain and snow over the winter. The importance of the issue may not yet be a household concern among the public but the growing non-availability of water will make it one. Already the women and children in our country walk great distances to retrieve water for cooking, drinking and other household needs, farmers are losing their land as water sources dwindle and wildlife is disappearing as wetlands dry up.

Water degradation and shortage can be transformed into sustainable sufficiency with application of good technology, some of it embedded in traditional knowledge, as inherited and practiced by women and men in their own communities, over the generations and some of it inspired by fresh science and new insight. Next is the central importance of good governance in carrying out water research and in the timely application of research to policy and management. Inevitably, only in the processes of good governance will issues of fair and effective and environmentally sensitive management be resolved. 

Successful governance and research each demand an alert sense of a community's social, cultural and political structures, including most particularly its power structures. Community-based natural resource management and specifically water management must play a critical part with those larger approaches in solving scarcity problems. Local water management permits a democratising decentralisation of decision and accountability. It empowers people particularly the poor and otherwise disadvantaged, to take part in the decisions that define their own futures. Lastly managing scarce fresh water sources requires the development of institutions that are open, informed, participatory and responsible.
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