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The issue of water has garnered much international attention in recent days. A new report, “Global Water Security,” by US intelligence agencies stated that over the next decade “water problems will contribute to instability in states important to US national security interests.” Earlier, the world’s water leaders met at the World Water Forum in Marseilles, France, and on Thursday, March 22, marked the annual World Water Day – to draw attention to water scarcity issues. Considering the scale and scope of the problems related to water, it is necessary to take pause and identify the challenges and opportunities that water presents for Pakistan and the wider South Asian region.

 

In the end, if the water crisis is to be properly managed, strategies need to be found that minimise threats and maximise opportunities. For Pakistan and India, such strategies should be formulated with a commitment to dialogue and negotiation with all water shareholders. The approaches of the past, undertaken with a heavy emphasis on bellicose rhetoric and tortured indignation have led to reactive, unsustainable policies and worsened relations with necessary regional water partners. It is time that the South Asian actors accept the reality that elusive water resources transcend political boundaries and cannot be managed in isolation. The region must accept the inevitable allegiances of water.

 

Water is the lifeblood of a nation. No nation can survive, let alone thrive, without proper access to and management of water. In this respect, nations have a duty to protect and preserve precious water resources. Security experts and officials have often predicted that water will ignite localised conflict in South Asia. In the case of the subcontinent, where the bilateral relations between India and Pakistan are always tenuous, a 2009 CIA report concluded “the likelihood of conflict between India and Pakistan over shared river resources is expected to increase.”

 

President Asif Ali Zardari, in a Washington Post article warned: “The water crisis in Pakistan is directly linked to relations with India. Its resolution could prevent an environmental catastrophe in South Asia, but failure to do so could fuel the fires of discontent that may lead to extremism and terrorism.” Meanwhile, the Economist magazine recently noted: “More rows between India and Pakistan are certain. India may keep on dismissing them as Pakistani bluster, an easy thing to do if you are upstream.”

 

However, the problems that arise when viewing water solely as a matter of national security are many. Predictions that label water as an inevitable source of conflict belie the historical reality that few, if any, wars have ever been fought over water. Warnings of impending “water bombs” overlook the much stronger record of cooperation over shared water resources. A singular focus on linking war and conflict with dwindling resources simply reaffirms the relations of distrust and discord between nations. Relations over water are far more complex and multi-layered than a blind focus on national security allows.

 

Primarily, water should be seen as essential to the health and well-being of individuals. According to the just-released (March 2012) World Water Development Report nearly one billion people around the world still lack access to improved sources of drinking water and there are more people today who do not have access to tap water than there were in the late 1990s. With South Asia’s rapid population expansion showing no signs of slowing down and the volatile effects of climate change sure to worsen, a focus on individual human security is a far more useful approach to improving water relations. South Asia is in store for a long, hot, crowded, century. It behoves governments of the region to increase cooperation rather than ratchet up further tensions with threats and enflamed rhetoric. Such thinking gets us nowhere.

 

The fact is that water should not be viewed merely as a “threat multiplier” – as something that will exacerbate already existing regional tensions. Instead, water presents the subcontinent with opportunities to defuse tensions and engage in necessary confidence-building measures. Despite its deficiencies, the Indus River Treaty remains the most successful and resilient international agreement in the region.

 

Water is the foundation for development. If one focuses on the financial crisis, the energy crisis, or the food crisis, one runs into water. It is the implicit linchpin of all major sectors related to human well-being. To discard it to the purview of national security will fail to adequately address the core political and governance problems at the root of water scarcity, and will serve only to further tensions; the further suffering of individuals would be the only result.

 

Last week the debate raged on un-conclusively in the official corridors of the World Water Forum and on the streets of Marseilles about whether water should be declared a human right. Today, as we take stock of the current water picture in regions around the world, we would be well-served to understand that water cuts across all section of life and security. Water is the figurative lifeblood of the nation. But we must also understand that water literally quenches the thirst of all the flocks of humanity.
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