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General Studies – 2 Topic: Effect of policies and politics of developed and developing 
countries on India’s interests 

A water war in Asia 

1) Introduction 

 Asia is home to more than half of the world’s population; it has less freshwater per person per 
year—than any continent other than Antarctica.  

 Water-related problems are particularly acute in Asia.  

 Tensions over water are rising in Asia—and not only because of conflicting maritime claims.  

2) Water Crisis in Asia 

 Asia has less fresh water per capita than any other continent, and it is already facing a water crisis 

 According to an MIT (Massachusetts Institute of Technology) study, water crisis will continue to 
intensify, with severe water shortages expected by 2050.  

 As population growth and urbanization rates in Asia rise rapidly, stress on the region’s water 
resources is intensifying. 

 Climate change is expected to worsen the situation significantly.  

 Chinese aggressive expansionist policies creating transnational water tensions. 

 There are numerous trans-national river basins in Asia where the upper-riparian states would 
disrupt the natural flow by building dams or divert waters through canals, whose impact is borne by 
the lower-riparian states. 

 For example China building "run-of-river" dams on Brahmaputra and Mekong rivers without 
consulting the lower-riparian states like India  

3) China's actions 

 China’s territorial grab in the South China Sea has been accompanied by a quieter grab of resources 
in transnational river basins.  

 China’s dam builders are targeting most of the international rivers that flow out of Chinese 
territory. 

 China recently cut off the flow of a tributary of the Brahmaputra River, the lifeline of Bangladesh 
and northern India, to build a dam as part of a major hydroelectric project in Tibet. 

 China has also built six mega-dams on the Mekong River, which flows into South East Asia, where 
the downstream impact is already visible.  

 Water supplies in largely arid Central Asia are coming under further pressure as China appropriates 
a growing volume of water from the Illy River. 

 China is also diverting water from the Irtysh, which supplies drinking water to Kazakhstan’s capital 
Astana and feeds Russia’s Ob River. 

 China’s energy, manufacturing, and agricultural activities in Xinjiang are having greater impact, as 
they contaminate the waters of the region’s transnational rivers with hazardous chemicals and 
fertilizers 

4) Consequences 

 The consequences of growing water competition in Asia will reverberate beyond the region.  

 some Asian states, concerned about their capacity to grow enough food, have leased large tracts of 
farmland in Sub-Saharan Africa 

  Reduced access to freshwater will lead to loss of livelihood security, large-scale migration within 
and across borders, and increased economic and geopolitical tensions and instabilities. 
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5) Concerns / Challenges 

 Territorial disputes, such as in the South China Sea threaten the safety of sea lanes and freedom of 
navigation 

 Competition over freshwater resources could emerge as a serious threat to long-term peace and 
stability in Asia. 

 Kazakhstan’s Lake Balkhash is now at risk of shrinking substantially, much like the Aral Sea 

 Pakistan has, for the second time this decade, initiated international arbitral tribunal proceedings 
against India under the terms of the 1960 Indus Waters Treaty.  

 The race to appropriate water resources in Asia is straining agriculture and fisheries, damaging 
ecosystems, and fostering dangerous distrust and discord across the region. 

 The Chinese program for the Brahmaputra is one of the issues which complicate the India-China 
relationship. 

 Majority of Asia’s water problems are not attributable to an actual shortage, but rather are the 
result of poor water governance. 

6) Way Forward 

 The key will be effective dispute-resolution mechanisms and agreement on more transparent 
water-sharing arrangements. 

 India’s use of the Tibetan water is something very essential. So, since millions of Indians use water 
coming from the Himalayan glaciers India should express more serious concern.  

 Raise the profile of water security on the political and developmental agendas of national 
governments in Asia. 

 Encourage investment in and increased collaboration on water management technologies. 

 Policy makers at every level, as well as nongovernmental organizations, civil society groups, and 
private enterprises, must be stakeholders in the responsible management of water resources. 

 changing water-use practices can have significant effects 

 climate mitigation and adaptation practices — such as more efficient irrigation technologies — can 
reduce the future risk of nations under high water stress 

 water financing mechanism can be initiated through Asian Development Bank 

 Change in agricultural practices as most of the south-east Asian countries main crop is rice which is 
a water intensive crop. 

 Asian countries can have bilateral agreements for hydropower export. For instance, India has 
invested in the HEP projects in Bhutan, where both the nations will gain as a result of joint 
cooperation. 

 
 


