Water talks 

By Ashfak Bokhari 
Monday, 05 Apr, 2010 

THE last week’s talks in Lahore between the water commissioners of Pakistan and India made a minor advance but were nonetheless positive. These talks were not, as such, structured to produce a breakthrough in resolving the water flow problem and were apparently tasked to provide a clearer picture of the situation to both sides by exchanging important technical data which could make a solution easier. 

The three-day meeting was in fact a follow up of an agreement between the two sides reached at a meeting also held in Lahore on February 10 over a “roadmap for resolving water disputes” under which the two commissioners were to hold two additional meetings, besides a routine meeting in May, during the next six months. One of the additional meetings was to be held towards the end of March. 

While the methodology of resolving the problem seems to be bureaucratic and slow, any drastic reduction in the quantum of water flowing in from the Indian held Kashmir may not wait for this process to complete. It will require an urgent settlement of the differences to restore the normal flow of water. And as the situation has begun to worsen, the tension in Pakistan is visible. Tempers are high among the farming community and there has been agitation in Punjab in which India was condemned and held responsible for stealing Pakistan’s water. 

India is constructing three hydropower projects on River Indus.These include Chutak dam with 59-metre height, Nimoo Bazgo with 57-metre height and Dumkhar of 42-metre height. These projects are at initial or middle stages of construction. Under the provision of the Indus treaty, India must provide technical data of the projects to Pakistan six months before the start of construction. 

India has already constructed Baglihar dam on River Chenab, three years ago, and now plans to build another dam, Bursar dam, on the same river by the end of the year, for which the Indian-held Kashmir government has invited bids for topographical survey for acquisition of land. In fact, there are dozens of such projects in pipeline. Following construction of the Baglihar Dam and diversion of a huge chunk of water, the inflow of water into Pakistan has plunged from 21 to 14 MAF. In other words, there is a 30 per cent reduction in water availability. So, Chenab has started shrinking after 2007. 

On the second day of the Lahore talks, Aranga Nathan, the Indian Indus Water commissioner, said he had provided advance information to Pakistan regarding the construction of the Nimoo Bazgo Dam and has complied with all the requirements of the Indus Water Treaty (IWT). However, he could still try to remove Pakistani concerns after reviewing the project’s technical and engineering aspects. 

But Pakistani commissioner Syed Jamaat Ali Shah had a different story to tell. He said that details of the Indian projects handed over to him were late and in some cases even after start of the construction work which was against the provisions of the IWT. Then, Mr Nathan is not ready to have any changes in the design of the Nimmo Bazgo project as desired by Pakistan saying it would amount to “cutting the head according to the size of cap or adjusting the cap as per size of the head.” 

Another controversial dam is Kishanganga hydroelectric project being built by India on river Indus to produce 348 MW. It has caused great alarm in Pakistan for its possible harmful effects, one such effect being the drying up of Neelum river after completion of the Indian project. To offset such an eventuality, Wapda is taking all possible measures to complete the 969 MW Neelum-Jhelum hydroelectric project in Azad Kashmir before India completes its project so that Pakistan can claim its right to water use of river Jhelum. One such measure is that the Wapda will use tunnel boring machine to reduce the construction time by two years. Originally, the two projects were to be completed in 2016 but the issue of the right to use water has pitched the two countries in an unusual race. 

Pakistan maintains that the reduced flow in its western rivers has been caused by diversion of river water towards reservoirs created by Indians for construction of numerous dams and power stations in occupied Kashmir. And this development is badly affecting its agriculture, if not ruining it, and causing frequent eruptions between the provinces over distribution of available water for irrigation. According to FAO, water availability places Pakistan at the bottom of 26 Asian states and is categorised as ‘high stress’ country in terms of water. 

Indians maintain that whatever works they have initiated are well within the provisions of the IWT and that Pakistan is getting less water because the water level has been low for the past two years due to climatic reasons and for lack of proper storage facilities in reservoirs in Pakistan which allows as much as 38 MAF to flow into Arabian sea. 

The decrease in water inflow, if it persists over a period, can be interpreted as a hostile act on the part of India by Pakistan because the obstructions are depriving it of its due share of water under the IWT. In other words, it could become a security issue as without water life comes to a halt both for an individual and for the nation. Indian actions, one may say, pose a long-term threat to the country’s very survival. But Pakistan has not taken up the issue with India with the kind of seriousness it deserves. Only recently it included this problem in its agenda to be discussed with India when its team went to New Delhi for talks in February but no such discussions took place. 

Experts say that under the IWT the issue of water scarcity cannot be taken up and settled for there is no such provision in it. Scarcity was not foreseen by Pakistani negotiator to become a critical problem in the future when the treaty was being signed. However, any obstruction in the flow of water is a breach of the IWT. 

It is quite apparent that the key problem of continued decrease in water inflow into Pakistani rivers cannot be settled satisfactorily with India bilaterally or by invoking the IWT provisions since the latter insists that it has committed no violation of the treaty. So, the question whether India is the real culprit or not and that the decrease in water flow is due to low flow owing to climatic change can be investigated and determined by neutral experts or by an arbitrary body known for fair judgment. If it is established that the reduced flow of water is due to obstructions, Pakistan could take action against India under the provisions of the treaty. 

