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Abstract 
 

The Indian Subcontinent is represented globally as a battlefield of border disputes 

among nations. Indeed, India itself has been involved several times in military 

clashes with its two nuclear-armed neighbours, China and Pakistan. Amidst armed 

conflicts, these nuclear armed nations have ignored many critical issues such as 

emerging climatic challenges and their repercussions – which represent most severe 

threats for the entire Subcontinent. India’s position in this Subcontinent is unique – 

as it is neither as great a power as China, nor is it a weak country like Bhutan, Nepal, 

or Afghanistan. It also shares boundaries with most countries in the Hindukush-

Himalayan region (HKH). Emerging issues such as water security provide an 

impetus for New Delhi to carve out a diplomatic niche for itself while looking for 

consensus-building so as to overcome these problems. India has to make a choice 

between its territorial sovereignty and climate and water security. The situation is 

thought-provoking for Indian diplomats aiming towards a win-win situation in 

confidence-building and leadership. This paper provides analyses why India needs 

to prioritise water over boundaries. 
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Introduction  

 

Though essential, water is still considered an abundant and renewable resource 

because of the natural water cycle. It is of course in constant demand – for 

immediate consumption, energy production, and all human, economic, and cultural 

activities. With the upsurge in population growth and development processes, the 

demand for water is constantly growing – while its  supply has remained constant 

or is even declining as a result of global warming. On may wonder – is water a 

really abundance  resource? Currently, the demand for water is increasing more 

rapidly than its replacement through rainfall. This phenomenon clearly indicates 

looming challenges regarding the amount of potable water availability, exacerbated 

by Climate Change, which constitutes a menace for water resources globally.  

  

Though overall abundant and always essential, the distribution of water over space 

and time has been unbalanced from the very beginning of human civilization. Water 

has always been a vital issue of tension, particularly due to insufficient supply to 

meet demands; water has also been often overexploited, or unfairly diverted (as 

when a State develops water management and utilisation policies restricting water 

run-off in other states; Melendo, 2015, p. 15).  This paper is concerned about the 

repercussions emerging global warming and consequent water insecurity issues in 

the Indian subcontinent. The history of Asia, the driest continent on the planet (with 

60 per cent of share in global population but with only 36 per cent of global fresh 

water) has witnessed several episodes of water-centred conflicts. Being one of the 

driest regions of the world, it has witnessed water shortages leading to economic 

breakdowns, and it has seen millions of livelihoods threatened; thus, today hydro 

hegemony is extremely relevant for many States (Verre, 2020, 353).The Indian 

subcontinent is one of the most water-stressed region in the world, and the rapid 

growth of its population is putting much pressure on water resources. Bridging the 

gap between accelerated demand for water and declining supplies is further 

heightened because of poor water governance by sovereign states in this region. 

 

As a strategic resource, water has drawn the world into a resource-based war. Even 

the most water-rich countries such as Canada and America, are fighting for the 

control of water resources through their policies. The case of the water insecurities 
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can be more critical in the Indian subcontinent because all the countries in this 

region are dependent on water from rivers originating in the Hindukush- Himalayan 

region (HKH). Almost all countries thus depend on the same river system.  

Boundary disputes much disturb regional harmony in the Indian subcontinent; they 

have also made water sharing disputes more difficult.  

 This century is witnessing a new diplomacy evolving around water, known as 

‘hydro diplomacy’. Current water security issues in the Indian subcontinent have 

led for various forms of ‘hydro diplomacy’; however, not all countries are equally 

position in the game – that is the core argument of this paper.  India needs to shape 

its own hydro diplomacy because climate change and water security threats are a 

global reality, and because sooner or later all of us will have to face the 

repercussions. This essay analyses whether India can play the role of middle-power-

man and shape a diplomatic niche role for itself through skilful hydro diplomacy in 

the Indian Subcontinent – in the interest of dealing with new challenges and threats 

in the world in general and the HKH in particular. The basic truth is that niche 

diplomacy never functions in a predetermined framework; rather, it looks for 

solutions according to the situation. Thus, India must be flexible enough to adjust 

its niche diplomacy while always following consensus-building instead of imposing 

regulations or making unilateral laws.  

 

The major hindrance in this inventiveness is India’s relations with its neighbours, 

especially Pakistan and China. However, one can also see water security as an area 

of much Indian intervention and influence, one wherein India could increase its 

regional and global standings.  On the matter of non-traditional security matters 

such as water security and ecological issues in the HKH region, India can shape its 

image as a benign power, capable of winning the trust of small neighbours 

susceptible to Chinese hegemony. Inviting expansionist China (guided by its highly 

ambitious diplomatic agenda), nuclear-armed Pakistan, and politically troubled 

Afghanistan (afflicted by Islamic fundamentalism) can be difficult – beyond 

imagination when looked at from a diplomatic perspective – yet it is crucial when 

one thinks of the broader outlook that is international relations. There is the 

possibility of strong dissension from all three fronts, which would make India’s task 

rather difficult. However, it is not impossible to tackle such task with tolerance and 

fortitude. Finding a feasible multilateral treaty would undoubtedly offer an 
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opportunity for India to reveal its mature politics, and portray itself globally as a 

civilized nation. As a middle power India can bring the countries on negotiation 

table to protect the HKH region’s water, climate, bio diversity, and livelihoods. 

The HKH region spans 3,500 square kms across eleven countries – ranging from 

Afghanistan in the West to Myanmar in the East, and including both the Himalayan 

Mountain ranges and the Tibetan Plateau. It spans the countries of Afghanistan, 

Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Myanmar, Nepal, 

Pakistan, Tajikistan, and Uzbekistan. The largest cryosphere after the two poles, the 

HKH’s ice accrual is the source of water in ten large Asian river systems: the Amu 

Darya, the Indus, the Ganges, the Brahmaputra, the Irrawaddy, the Salween (Nu), 

the Mekong, the Yangtze, the Yellow River, and the Tarim. Blessed with the 

world’s highest mountains, including all 14 peaks rising 8,000 metres above sea 

level, and rich natural resources, the HKH influences four global biodiversity 

hotspots and is the heart of the Asian continent. Described as the Third Pole, the 

HKH ensures water supplies to major rivers crisscrossing Southern Asia, and is the 

lifeline for people living in the region. The Himalayas also provide the forest and 

fresh water resources that maintain the ecosystem in balance.  

 

However, increase in surface temperature has hastened evaporation – which has led 

to receding snow packs, overturned the process of precipitation in high mountain 

areas, and prevented the formation of new glaciers. Thus, the natural water cycle is 

unable to maintain a balance between the amount of water received on this part of 

the planet’s lands and the water released in the atmosphere anew. The huge ice 

accumulation in the Polar Regions can influence climatic conditions immensely. 

However, the regional problems in the HKH Region — that is, population growth, 

bloody wars, terrorism, and non-state actors such as poachers, timber mafias, etc. 

— together have introduced an environmental holocaust in the region. We witness 

a grimy picture for the agrarian economies of the Asian river basin systems. Finding 

means to reverse these conditions, and developing adaptability and resilience 

through water management policies and technologies, is the only road to survival. 

However, this is quite difficult to achieve due to the region’s political volatility. 

The new arrangement would need huge investments in technology, strong 

cooperative measures, abundance of invested capital, and much endurance. Some 

may say that shortage of time and the prevailing political setup makes such goals 
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nothing other than daydreaming. And yet the HKH remains the Indian 

Subcontinent’s economic backbone. 

 

Ecology in the HKH has been disregarded by many countries in the region for the 

sake of strategic ends. Military refurbishment has remained the all-time central 

agenda for sovereign nation-states like India, China, Pakistan, Afghanistan; 

countries like Bhutan and Nepal were thus left high and dry due to budgetary 

constraints. In this whirlwind, the possibility of any intergovernmental effort is very 

thin, especially due to strained diplomatic relations. India faces a dilemma as it has 

no close allies to support its initiatives, which may be discouraging. India definitely 

needs to find a dexterous approach, reinforced by strong negotiating capabilities 

and confidence-building. India has somehow maintained its policy of tolerance – 

despite all political ebbs and flows. It is thus well positioned, at the driving seat of 

inter-regional environmental politics. Countries such as Bangladesh, Nepal, and 

Bhutan are looking for a space wherein they can voice their concerns without 

causing political disequilibrium. This may provide an impetus for Indian efforts, as 

India has never supported expansionist policies.   

 

This essay’s discussion regarding water security in the HKH has been divided into 

six sections. The first section gives a detailed account of the HKH’s contributions 

to the climate and economy of the Indian subcontinent. The second section 

underlines the emerging threats and challenges to water security posed by a heating 

HKH. The third section verses on how military tensions and rivalries among Asian 

nations are causing a threat to water security. The fourth section draws on the 

conceptual framework of a Middle Power-manship in mitigating the barriers 

between diplomatic crises and sensitivity towards environmental issues. It 

delineates the feasibility of Indian initiatives as a middle power, and India’s current 

ability and experience to carve a niche for itself in the interest of regional water 

security. The fifth section analyses the prospective role of India as middle power in 

hydro diplomacy and climate protection in the HKH region, as well as the 

opportunities and challenges involved. The sixth and concluding section summaries 

issues and findings. 
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The HKH and Indian Subcontinent’s Economy  

The largest HKH cryosphere, which encompasses frozen water in its many forms 

— glaciers, icecaps, ice sheets, snow, permafrost, as well as river and lake ice — is 

a key freshwater source. Because of the crucial delivery of water into major river 

systems (outside the two Poles) for industry, agriculture, and hydroelectric power 

generation, the HKH has come to be described as the ‘Third Pole’, and as the ‘Water 

Tower of Asia’. The HKH holds the largest area of glaciers and permafrost, and the 

largest freshwater resources in ‘middle-earth’. An estimated area of 60,000 sq. km. 

within the HKH is covered by glaciers (Bajracharya and Shrestha 2011, p. 1). The 

rivers, fed by the HKH’s snow-and-glacier-melt, play a vital role in supporting 

some of the largest water irrigation systems in the Asian region (both surface and 

ground water) - including the Indus, the Ganges, and the Yellow rivers, placing the 

Indo-Gangetic and North China plains as the top two irrigated systems in the world.  

Map 1: The Hindukush Himalayan-Region and the Basins of the Major Rivers 

Originating in the HKH. 

 

Source:  International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development: Hindu Kush Himalaya 

Assessment, Mountain, Climate Change, Sustainability and People. 2019. p. 3. In the Public 

Domain. 

 

These rivers, with their many tributaries, ensure irrigation in arid seasons, and allow 

agriculture to be sustainable. The world’s largest irrigation centre is in the Indo-

Gangetic plain, making it an immense food basket. Food, water, and energy security 
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rely on the availability of water in these rivers. The Indus River is a source of 

irrigation, drinking water, and the production of hydro-electricity. The Indus 

irrigation system, the world’s largest irrigation system, irrigates approximately 14.3 

million hectares of farmland, nearly three-fourths of Pakistan’s total cultivated area, 

sustaining the production of over 80 percent of the country’s food grains and cash 

crops, in particular cotton (GOP, 2010, in Rasul, 2014, p. 41). Pakistan uses 170 

billion cubic meters of water for irrigation annually. Similarly, the Ganges River 

system sustains half the population of India and Bangladesh — a population equal 

to the population of Nepal — in access to fresh water alone. The Ganges and 

Yamuna canal systems irrigate vast areas of India as both surface and groundwater 

received from the Himalayas are exploited. Almost 60 per cent of India’s irrigated 

area – of 546,820 square kilometres – lies in the Ganges basin (National Ganga 

River Basin Authority, 2011). The Ganges basin provides about 100 billion cubic 

metres of water annually.  

 

The Brahmaputra River sustains irrigation, hydropower production, and fisheries in 

three countries – Bangladesh, Bhutan, and India. Together, these countries draw 1.4 

billion cubic metres of water per year to irrigate 60,000 square kilometres of 

agricultural land. The Amu Darya and its tributaries are the backbone of 

Afghanistan’s agrarian economy; it provides over 5 billion cubic metres of water 

annually and helps Afghanistan irrigate 385,000 hectares of farmland. It indeed 

sustains Afghanistan’s food and water security (National Academy of Sciences 

[NAS], 2012, in Rasul 2014, p. 41).   

 

Ground Water  

Himalayan glaciers recharge the HKH’s groundwater (particularly in the 

mountains); rainfall contributes to groundwater recharge in the foothills. This 

process of ground-water storage is shown in Figure 2. 
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Figure 1:  Groundwater recharge from the mountains to the downstream alluvial plain,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Based on Gao et al. 2012,   cited in Contribution of Himalayan ecosystem to Water, Energy 

and Food Security in South Asia, A nexus Approach. Himalayan Climate Change Adaptation 

Programme (HICAP) pp-6, Copy right ICIMOD. 

 

The process enriches both surface and groundwater recharge in downstream basins. 

Watersheds, forests, shrubs, vegetation, rocks, soils, and swamplands of the 

Himalayan ranges are all fed by this recharge. Natural reservoirs of water regularly 

move downwards, with some flows being discharged as surface water or as springs 

at lower elevations, while the rest helps replenish the groundwater system of the 

Indus-Ganges-Brahmaputra plains. Groundwater — the invisible ecosystem service 

of the Himalayas — is vital for irrigation and for the preservation moisture in the 

ground needed to sustain vegetation and climate in the entire agricultural landscape 

of South Asia – in addition to serving other human uses and sustaining wetland 

ecosystems (Asia S, 2000, p. 6).  

 

Energy  

Water is the region’s principal renewable resource. It provides sustenance to 

millions of people living in the high mountain regions of Nepal and other countries. 

It also holds the promise to transform the economics of these countries with its 

immense potential for harnessed clean energy (Chalise et al., 2003, p. 26). Hydro-

electricity ensures clean-energy self-sufficiency for both domestic and commercial 

purposes. This can help countries the in HKH region fight several vulnerabilities – 

including the impact of fluctuations in supply and the rising prices of fossil fuels – 
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while reducing the emission of greenhouse gasses. The Himalayan landscape and 

perennial rivers, supplemented with abundant rain- and snow-fed water sources, 

present a good potential for generating huge amounts of hydroelectricity. The HKH 

region has an expected hydropower potential of around 500 GW (Mukherjee et al., 

2015, p. 152, Vaidya, 2012, p.12). Table 1 provides a detailed estimation of the 

hydropower production capacity of countries in the Hindukush Himalaya region. 

 

Table 1: Hydropower Potential of Countries in HKH Region  

Source: Water and Hydropower in the Green Economy and Sustainable Development of the Hindu 

Kush-Himalayan region in Hydro Nepal: Journal of Water, Energy and Environment, 10, 2012, page 

no 12. In the public domain. 

  

The hydropower potential of the Brahmaputra River is one of the largest of all 

world’s rivers — over 296.8 TWH (Cathcart, 1999, in Rasul 2014, p. 42). The 

location where it drops to 2300 meters (from the Tibet Autonomous Region of 

China to Assam in India) has an immense potential to produce hydroelectricity. The 

Brahmaputra’s theoretical hydropower potential is estimated to be about 83,000 

MW in Nepal, 21,000 MW in Bhutan, and almost 59,000 MW in north-eastern 

India. The Ganges-Brahmaputra-Meghna River system is estimated to have about 

200,000 MW of hydropower potential, of which half or more can be harnessed 

(Chalise et al., 2003, p. 26). Of the total hydropower potential in India, over three 

fourths (117,329 MW) lies in the Himalayan region. However, only 12,543 MW 

has been developed thus far, with another  12,375 MW currently in development 

(GoI, 2010, in Rsaul, 2014, p. 26).  In Afghanistan, hydropower contributes over 

half of the total power supply. The upper Amu Darya and the Panj Rivers in 
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Afghanistan are estimated to have about 20,000 MW of hydropower potential 

(Ahmadi, 2012, 80,81).  

The development of hydro power in the HKH region involves huge environmental 

costs – as well as societal pressures. Hydropower infrastructure can change the 

timing and location of river flows, thereby disrupting natural flow regimes - which 

in turn harms local irrigation systems, fisheries, and ecosystems. Such conflicts 

especially concern the mid-hills and the mountains — the location of most 

hydropower sites, both current and foreseeable. The glacial melt induced by 

Climate Change has presented major challenges to water availability. Glaciers 

across the region are retreating, leading to changes in future hydrological regimes. 

At the same time, risks of GLOF and landslides incidents put both existing and 

planned hydropower plants at risk. Very often, mountain people do not derive due 

benefits from these projects – yet they do have to bear the consequent 

environmental damages. Mountain citizens certainly resent bearing the 

environmental and social costs of hydropower investments meant to benefit regions 

of the plains (ICIMOD, 2019, p. 30).  

 

Figure 2:  Site of GLOF Incident in Chamoli Uttarakhand (BBC NEWS)              
  

     Source: Hanging’ glacier broke off to trigger India flood. Sautik Biswas, 10 february 2021. 

https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-56007448. Copyright by BBC.  

 

Mountain disasters are frequent indeed. The most recent case in India was 

devastating – at least 170 people were reported missing after a glacier broke off 

near the Raini Village in the Tapovan area of the Chamoli district (Uttarakhand). 
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The 13.2 MG Rishiganga hydro- power project in Joshimath near the Raini village 

was completely washed away; another hydro power project in Dhauliganga was 

also partially damaged (Talwar, Times of India, 8 February, 2021). A bridge in the 

Tapovan area, which connected 13 villages, was washed away in an avalanche. 

Food packets were air dropped in some of these villages. According to BBC News,  

 

Emergency workers are searching for as many as 150 people after a piece of a 

Himalayan glacier is believed to have fallen into a river, triggering a huge flood in 

northern India and killing 26. The floodwaters burst open a dam and a deluge of 

water poured through a valley in the state of Uttarakhand on Sunday. Most of the 

missing are believed to be workers from two hydropower plants. The rescue effort 

is focused on several sites, including a tunnel more than 200 metres (656ft) long. 

More than 30 people were apparently trapped inside when the torrent of icy water 

swept down the valley, carrying rocks and earth as it gathered speed. (BBC, 8 

February 2021, see Picture 2 above) 

 

Aquaculture and Fishery  

The Himalayas, which run for about 2500 km from west to east, are drained by 19 

major rivers, which provide an important source for fresh water fishing in the region 

(Sehgal, 1999, p. 41). Because of their connectivity from the Himalayan headwaters 

to the sea, the Himalayan River systems are capable of nurturing the richest fish 

biodiversity resources in the world. These rivers serve as biological corridors 

through which fishes and other aquatic species migrate; they both support biological 

diversity and ensure many livelihoods. The Ganges River system alone is capable 

of sustaining around 265 species of fish, hence providing much nutrition and much 

employment in the region. The mountain snow maintains water levels in both the 

Ganges and the Brahmaputra rivers, hence sustaining fresh water fisheries.   

 

India and Bangladesh holds the second and third world ranks, respectively, in terms 

of inland fish catching (Hussain, 2010, p. 85). This activity sustains the livelihoods 

to 2.5 and 0.4 million fishermen, respectively (FAO, 2012, in Rasul, p. 43). The 

Koshi River, a major tributary of the Ganges, is the habitat of 103 fish species, and 

contributes with about half of Nepal’s total fish production of 33,000 tonnes per 
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year. Over 30,000 people depend on fishing in the Koshi and other rivers in Nepal 

for their livelihoods (Sharma, 2008, in Rasul 2014, p. 43).  

 

Climate Regulator  

At the mid latitude, the Himalayan peaks work as a trigger mechanism of 

cyclogenesis through their perturbation of large-scale atmospheric flow patterns. 

Seasonal blocking episodes, with associated anomalies in temperature and 

precipitation, are also closely linked to the presence of these mountains, which act 

as orographic barriers to the flow of moisture – bearing winds and controlling 

precipitation in neighbouring regions. The Himalayas are fundamental for the 

occurrence of the monsoon in northern India; they also prevent arid conditions in 

Central Asia (Jianchu et al., 2009, p. 45).  

 

II. Climate and Water Insecurity in the HKH Region 

Research conducted by the World Glacier Monitoring Service (WGMS) reveals a 

global and general shrinkage of mountain glaciers around the world. The trend 

seems to have become most pronounced during the first half of the twentieth 

century; however, glaciers started to grow again after about 1950. Nevertheless, 

mountain glacier retreat has been accelerating once more since the 1980s – at a “rate 

beyond the range of pre-industrial variability”.   

 

The report of Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change   in 1996 has forecasted 

that up to a quarter of global mountain glaciers could disappear by 2050, and up to 

half could be lost by 2100. These disappearances obviously have global 

implications (in WWF, 2005, p. 2).  

 

The impact of climate warming on the glaciers and ice reserves of Nepal, China 

(Tibet), and other Himalayan countries will have serious implications for freshwater 

reserves and, consequently, for low water flows in Nepal and all Himalayan 

countries. The total ice reserve of the Himalayas is approximately 3734.5 km3, 

distributed across 18,115 glaciers. The wastage of the total Himalayan glacier ice 

reserve could contribute 16 per cent of the total meltwater volume released from all 

other glaciers and ice caps in the world – excluding those of Antarctica and 

Greenland (Chalise, 2006, p. 460). Reports by scientists and researchers are 
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alarming: Climate Change has heated the ‘Water Tower of Asia’, which is now 

melting at an alarming rate, and could even be on the verge of becoming ice free. 

The icecaps are thinning, shrinking, and melting. This phenomenon has severe 

implications for both climate and water availability.  

 

Climate is an important determinant of water resources in countries of the HKH 

Region. Rising temperatures associated with changes in precipitation and 

evaporation are predicted to lead to changes in soil moisture, river flows, and 

groundwater. The North and the South Poles, like the HKH region (the Third Pole) 

are very sensitive and vulnerable to global climate change. The HKH lies at the 

highest altitude of all the three poles. Here the cryosphere and atmosphere meet 

uniquely, and determine the monsoonal pattern also as well as general 

environmental security. The net shrinkage and retreat of glaciers, and related 

increase in the size and number of glacial lakes, much affect monsoonal patterns.  

 

Report by the International Centre for Integrated Mountain 

Development (ICIMOD).1 

Reports by the ICOMOD and other research organizations have warned that 

retreating HKH ice fields will radically alter the delicate balance between the 

region’s natural environment, its human habitats, and general food and energy 

security. Over-populated India and China are the worst global polluters today. The 

use of fossil fuels in these regions is a matter of serious concern, as it contributes 

nearly one sixth of the total CO2 emissions. There are now serious worries that 

unmitigated pollution from the most commonly used energy source in the region —  

which is still coal — will lead to serious thawing of HKH glaciers in the coming 

decades (Chug, 2018).  

 

Klaus Töpfer, Executive Director of United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP), noted that "Mountains were once considered indomitable, unchanging and 

impregnable. But we are learning that they are as vulnerable as the world's oceans, 

grasslands, and forests to environmental threats and insensitive, unfettered, 

development."  
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He further adds, 

 

The findings from our joint studies in the Himalayas, the roof of the world, reveal 

the extent of a new, and alarming, threat. It is not just the risk to human lives, 

agriculture, and property that should worry us. Mountains are the world's water 

towers, feeding the rivers and lakes upon which all life depends. If the glaciers 

continue to retreat at the rates being seen in places like the Himalayas, then many 

rivers and freshwater systems could run dry, threatening drinking water supplies 

as well as fisheries and wildlife. We now have another compelling reason to act to 

reduce emissions of carbon dioxide and other greenhouse gases (UN, 2002).  

  

Increasing temperatures have many adverse implications for the HKH region, and 

for the survival of human life in general. Unusually heavy rainfall, triggering 

Glacial Lake Outburst Floods (GLOF), has also been attributed to climate change. 

In the Upper Indus basin, for instance, the frequency and intensity of GLOF events 

have increased during recent years. Five occurred during 2008–2009 in the Gojal 

valley of the Hunza alone. The analysis of GLOF events showed that they were 

linked to weather conditions in terms of increased temperature, rainfall, and 

increased occurrence of heat waves. In July 2015, heavy monsoon rains, coupled 

with GLOF, affected the Chitral District in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) Province 

(Baigal, July21, 2015). 

 

Deglaciation  

Climate Change has brought the region’s glaciers on the verge of desiccation. 

Summer have become longer, and winters shorter. Warming surface temperatures 

leading to deglaciation and preventing the developing of new glaciers is a major 

concern for the availability of river water, because glaciers are the major source of 

said water. Glaciers are made of highly compacted, multiyear ice. When snowfall 

rates are greater than melt, a portion of snow remains spread out throughout the 

year; when new snow falls over it, the existing earlier ice becomes harder and 

thicker. For the formation of glaciers, two conditions are required: one, snowfall at 

a sufficient rates; two, low temperatures to prevent snow from melting. As this 

process repeats itself over a series of years, the base layers of snow become ice and 
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form a glacier (Thorson, 2008, p. 491). With increasing temperatures, the amount 

of snowfall declines, existing ice melts, and glaciers retreat.  

 

Macroclimate changes in the HKH region have an influence on water resource 

availability and food security for downstream populations (Miller et al., 2012, p. 

461). Climate warming has two major implications for Nepal’s water resources, 

with an increasing impact at higher elevations. Firstly, flash flood events, including 

GLOFs, would increase due to the increased melting of glacierized basins and 

glacial lakes. This will be further aggravated by the increase in summer 

precipitation, including extreme precipitation events, due to global warming 

(ICIMOD, 2001, a, b).  Melting glaciers can even cause disastrous flash floods and 

GLOFs in headwater regions, which would adversely affect the development of 

hydropower. Chalise and others have provided a case study for Nepal, in which they 

say that in such a poor economy with such meagre resources, a rich water potential 

constitutes a big hope for economic development through the export of hydropower 

to neighbouring countries (particularly India). Nepal is rich in water resources, with 

a theoretic potential of 83 000 MW – of which 42 000 MW is considered feasible, 

and 22 000 MW exportable (National Planning Commission, NPC, 2003).  

 

The shrinkage of ice will seriously affect dry season discharges in the future. In 

general, low flows in the Nepalese and other Himalayan rivers are at least 10–20 

times weaker than high flows. With a shrinking resource base, dry season flows are 

likely to decrease as well. This will lead to an acute shortage of water, and will 

affect not only the development of hydropower but also agricultural and industrial 

developments in Nepal. Because of the decrease in dry-season flow in Nepalese 

rivers, other countries such as India and Bangladesh will also be affected: for 

instance, the flow of water in the Ganga (Ganges) in India will decrease as all 

Nepalese rivers drain therein. Although Nepal constitutes only thirteen per cent of 

the Ganga basin by area, Nepalese rivers contribute forty-seven per cent of the 

river’s annual discharge of 382 000 million m3 at Farakka. A decrease in Nepalese 

rivers’ low flow would also adversely affect Ganga- dependent areas in Bangladesh. 

This can lead to the failure of river-linking projects in India, which intends to first 

link the Ganga and Brahmaputra rivers, and subsequently link both of these with 
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other rivers in peninsular India. All these projects could be affected (Chalise. 2006, 

p. 464). 

 

Glacial Lake Outburst Flood (GLOF)  

The GLOF is a catastrophic discharge of water from the glacial lakes due to the 

breach of ice or the moraine barrier bounding these lakes. Moraine-walled lakes are 

structurally weak and unstable. According to a report by the WWF,  

 

A GLOF is characterized by a sudden release of a huge amount of lake water that 

rushes along the stream channel downstream in the form of dangerous flood waves. 

These floods waves comprise of water mixed with morainic materials, and cause 

devastating consequences for riparian communities, hydropower stations, and 

other infrastructure. The severity of flood waves depends upon the amount of water 

released, debris load, and on [the] basin characteristics of the watershed. Discharge 

rates of such floods are typically several thousand cubic meters per second (WWF, 

2005, p. 24).  

 

Describing this incidence, Gayawali and Dixit quoted a telephonic conversation 

with Mool,  

 

Occasionally, there is a breach in the moraine dam and the lake empties in 

a very short time. This results in floods of high magnitude in downstream 

river reaches. The water carries with it sediment from the moraine dam as 

well as riverbeds and banks gouged out by its force. Instantaneous release 

of the lake water does not take place in normal cases, except during extreme 

scenarios, such as a high magnitude seismic event in the area (1997, p. 7). 

 

Water in solid form is static; however, when it melts, it becomes devastating. 

Rockfall, or ice, or glacial mass snow slip pitches into the lake, creating an immense 

dislocation wave gush from the splash which then overtops the dam. A moraine 

dam is unable to bear even static horizontal water pressure from rising lake levels, 

wherein ice in the moraine core starts melting along boreholes (Gayawali and 

Dixit,1997, p.7).  
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The GLOF is a disaster which can cause massive economic damages (Bajracharya 

et al., 2008, p. 34.). Over twenty GLOF events have been recorded in the Himalayas 

in the last seven decades – with much cost to the economy, flora, and fauna. The 

potential for loss of life and damage to infrastructure due to glacial lake outburst 

floods varies, depending on factors such as the size and depth of the affected lake, 

the nature of the outburst, the geomorphology of the river valley, and the elements 

exposed to the flash flood (Asharf et al., 2012, p. 113). Rising temperatures have 

increased both the frequencies of GLOF and total calamities – including increasing 

incidences of floods, cloud bursts, and landslides. Research conducted by Din, K.  

S. Tariq, A. Mahmood, and G. Rasul in their work, Temperature and Precipitation: 

GLOF Triggering Indicators in Gilgit-Baltistan, Pakistan, has come to following 

conclusions. 

 

The analysis of GLOF events of Gilgit-Baltistan for the period from 1994 to 2012 

with exact dates and locations show that the events have occurred after a short 

duration of rainfall or temperature rise. This indicates that rain fall, temperature 

rise, and heat waves can enhance the chances of outburst of glacial lakes if they 

are coupled with other geophysical conditions of Lake Environment (Din et al., 

2014, p. 53).  

 

Increase in the Frequency of Floods  

Climate change has included unprecedented changes in precipitation patterns and 

hydrological imbalances, rises in temperature, frequent floods, and the degradation 

of forests, rangelands, and agricultural land (Nautiyal et al., 2007, p. 2322). The 

altering of the monsoonal pattern has created uncertainties regarding floods and 

droughts. Water is a necessity; however, it is either scanty compared to demand – 

or huge amounts of it are suddenly available. Both events cause vulnerabilities 

(Jianchu, et al., 2009, p. 48). The consequences of Climate Change are alarming, 

especially as regards the increasing frequency of floods. The Indus basin, 

originating from the Hindukush-Karakorum-Himalayan (HKH) region, is 

especially prone to extreme flood hazards. The basin has been strongly hit by 

destructive floods during recent decades, and this has induced massive 

infrastructural, socio-economic, and environmental damages. Cumulative 

estimated economic losses of over US $ 45.607 billion are reported. Around 12,655 
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people have lost their lives, and nearly 200,000 villages have been damaged or 

destroyed due to floods in the past 80 years. The most devastating floods were in 

2010, and were spread over an area of about 160,000 km, across 82 districts. They 

affected over 20 million people, and caused about 2000 deaths and 3000 injuries 

(Iqbal et al., 2018, p. 2).  

 

Erratic Monsoonal Patterns 

Due to its height, the HKH is the region’s weather regulator and climate controller. 

This is a cosmic phenomenon wherein the cryosphere meets with atmosphere at a 

great height, and prevents the South Asian Region from being barren by stopping 

water-laden air from travelling northwards with rainfall. However, the depletion of 

the HKH glaciers means depletion in this cryosphere, making the interaction frailer. 

 

Loss of Biodiversity 

The melting of HKH ice is a direct threat to the flora and fauna of this region. One 

major impact is the shrinking of wetlands — which is a grave concern for 

agricultural productivity as well as for mangrove forests. Wetlands and marshes 

play an important role in nutrient cycling and water storage, providing crucial fish 

and wildlife habitats, and removing pollutants from water. A study conducted by 

the ICIMOD indicated several threats to bio diversity in the HKH Region. 

 

1. Habitat loss and fragmentation: With temperature rises and reduced precipitation, 

alpine meadows and shrubs may migrate to places higher up in the mountains. 

2. Invasive species: The rising temperature of water bodies renders them more 

suitable habitats for invasive species that outcompete native ones – and 

synergistically interact with climate change to threaten native organisms.  

3. Species exploitation: Synergistic action between commercial harvesting and 

climate change will have detrimental impacts on subtropical and temperate timber 

forests. Loss of vegetation is a direct threat for animal habitats. 

4. Environmental contamination: Nutrient enrichment from agricultural runoff 

could act synergistically with warming water temperatures to enhance 

eutrophication in freshwater systems (Ring et al., in ICIMOD, 2010, p. 9). 
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III. Challenges for Teamwork and Water Governance in the HKH Region 

There is a lack of knowledge about the interrelationship between surface and 

groundwater because the focus on these issues is relatively recent. Glacier studies 

have dominated this field from the beginning, and have not yet provided an 

adequate explanation for drying springs and the groundwater charge process. Data 

sharing and regional cooperation is low in the HKH area, which harms a systematic 

understanding of the relationships between surface and groundwater. There is also 

no synchronization regarding the restoration of water levels in the HKH, a 

synchronisation much needed as water regimes are transboundary. Water 

management plans have remained national. National plans for water restoration 

tend to focus on short-term needs, without proper consideration of long-term 

consequences. Countries in the HKH have thus far remained unwilling to expand 

their focus so as to conserve transboundary aquifer systems. 

 

The political geography of the HKH is subject to decisions by nation-states, which 

are the arbiters of any mechanism governing both environment and water. 

Currently, there is no multilateral treaty or organization dealing specifically with 

either. Weaponization remains the predominant method to secure national 

interests in this region. Strained Indo-Pakistani relations (as well as Sino-Indian 

tensions) block any new initiative. The presence of an emerging global power 

China, as well as nuclear-armed Pakistan, have worked much against Indian 

hopes, and proposing multilateral negotiations is currently seems like opening a 

‘Pandora Box’. 

 

The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC), a regional 

organization originally meant to foster international teamwork among South 

Asian nations, has remained almost dormant. Water governance has never been 

discussed within the SAARC, despite remaining a central issue in many bilateral 

relationships – for instance those between India and Pakistan, and those between 

India and Bangladesh. 

 

Another organization, the International Centre for Integrated Mountain 

Development (ICIMOD), a regional intergovernmental learning and knowledge-

sharing centre, serves the eight regional member countries of the Hindu Kush 
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Himalayan (HKH) region: Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, China, India, 

Myanmar, Nepal, and Pakistan. It is based in Kathmandu, Nepal and aims to sustain 

vital ecosystem services for the billions citizens living in downstream areas.  has 

been quite proactive in generating knowledge through issue-specific research, for 

instance as regards GLOFs and deglaciations. However, the organisation has 

many jurisdictional limitations – its actions constrained to conducting research. It 

is not positioned to design or enforce any regulations, or even to make any 

suggestions regarding governance. The ICIMOD also has no budget to build 

necessary infrastructure. Without both administrative powers and financial 

resources, its ability to operate is partial at best. 

  

In the absence of collaborative commitments, managing the huge amounts of 

water released by GLOFs, stream flows, or heavy rainfall on the mountains is 

simply impossible. Ironically, states such as Pakistan wash their hands thereof on 

the grounds of poverty and the state’s inability to invest in such issues; however, 

military budgets tell different. 

 

Quite a few multilateral or regional water-governance structures — for example, 

the Indus River Commission (and Indus Waters Treaty) and the Mekong River 

Commission for the lower Mekong basin — have been negotiated in the past; 

however, these treaties were negotiated under a much different environmental 

scenario. There are fears regarding the failure of these treaties under Climate 

Change conditions. In the absence of any updated multilateral governance, water 

issues have become the victims of unilateral nationalizations – as power 

disparities among the region’s countries cause each to jealously guard individual 

sovereignty over water resources (Scott et al., 2019, p. 289). Water distribution 

has remained a core point in bilateral issues because of its economic value and 

necessity in overall life; however, other crucial issues — such as the HKH 

environment — are still much side-lined. Existing governance mechanisms aimed 

to address water security, along with other environmental consequences emerging 

from Climate Change, are rarely discussed. Biodiversity loss, population 

explosion, displacement of indigenous communities, the suppression and 

violation of their political and cultural rights, the abuse of international norms and 

principles in the HKH region — all these crucial issues require urgent attention. 
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 Experiments and Visions for International Cooperation in the HKH 

Region  

Since ancient times, the Himalayan ranges have remained a favourite destination 

for worshipers, pilgrims, tourists – later, for adventurers. However, with the 

emergence of new, independent nations, these mountains have become the hotspot 

of territorial disputes. On the ranges’ uncharted geography, several countries such 

as India, China, Nepal, Pakistan are all much preoccupied with defining sovereign 

boundaries. The political geography of the region has become more complex due 

to this constant defining and demarcating of national boundaries. Describing the 

political and geographical intricacies involved, Davis et al. write:  

 

The 2,400 kilometres of the Himalaya range mark several state borders. It begins 

on the disputed Pakistan-India border in Kashmir, curls Southeast through the 

disputed China-India border, the disputed India-Nepal border, the resolved China-

Nepal border, the disputed China-Bhutan border, and finally the Eastern section of 

the disputed China-India border. Since the contemporary Indian, Chinese, and 

Pakistani states emerged in the 1940s, they have struggled to solidify their control 

of the Himalaya. India and Pakistan have fought three wars over Kashmir. The 

region remains restive. Aksai Chin, lies between Laddakh (India), the Tibetan 

Autonomous Region (TAR) (China), and Xinjiang (China). It is administered by 

China but claimed by India. In the East, Arunachal Pradesh is administered by 

India but claimed by China as Zangnan (Southern Tibet) (2020, p.2).   

 

The HKH Region is exceptional from all geographical perspectives — physical, 

political and economic. Economic and political geography together jeopardise the 

very existence of the HKH region. Physical geography defines the HKH region as 

the Third Pole, a water house, a hotspot of biodiversity; however, and by contrast, 

the area’s political geography is deceitful. It involves no less than eight countries – 

which are hardly worried about rising environmental concerns. The largest such 

country is China, now known as an expansionist power, which indulges in power 

play so as to increase its boundary in the HKH region through sheer power. India 

by contrast is in a difficult position due to its heavy and unbearable population size. 

Pakistan is run by Islamic fundamentalism; Afghanistan is governed by dangerous 

militants; Bhutan and Bangladesh for their part have a weak voice in the 
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international community. Nepal is very much dominated by China, and known for 

its ever-changing views. Myanmar is under a military regime.  

 

The HKH can only be defined as a politically troubled geographical area. None of 

these countries have deep democratic values. Countries such as Pakistan, 

Afghanistan, Bhutan, Nepal and Myanmar also lack stable governmental 

frameworks. Indeed, what we witness is political chaos: religious rigidities, ethnic 

violence, and boundary disputes are all major factors guiding diplomatic relations - 

and jeopardising international cooperation. This is quite different from what we see 

in the Arctic Region, wherein littoral countries are stable and mature democracies, 

and are ready to talk on common environmental concerns while keeping political 

disputes aside. 

  

The governments of China, India and Pakistan all have military bases in the 

Himalayas. The Himalayan glaciers are now prone to pollution and melting due to 

militarization alone. Like the North Pole, the virgin environment of the Third Pole 

is the quarry of insensitive and irresponsible human activities. The lust for territorial 

expansion has transformed the area into a theatre of international conflict between 

two nuclear-armed neighbours, India and Pakistan. Both countries have deployed 

troops here, and established army camps so as to solidify territorial claims. 

Currently, there is no international treaty to check this militarization, or to govern 

the Hindukush-Himalaya as a vital portion of the world’s ecosystem.  

 

The Siachen Glacier 

A good example of severe militarization in the HKH is the Siachen Glacier, located 

in Eastern Karakoram. It is among five of the largest glaciers situated 5400 meters 

above sea level. Siachen is the world’s highest glacier outside the North and South 

Poles, and is now popularly known as the “highest battle ground” as it became the 

stage of India-Pakistan  rivalries. Battles between these countries regularly occur in 

a place situated at 20,000 ft above sea level (Kemkar, 2005, p. 462). Hence a unique, 

fragile ecosystem is caught up in national skirmishes. Since 1984, both India and 

Pakistan fiercely contest this space – and direct massive amounts of both resources 

and manpower to fight what many say is a pointless fight.  
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In one of the more colourfully worded descriptions of these protracted 

confrontations, Stephen P. Cohen— an expert on South Asian security — has called 

it the 'struggle of two bald men over a comb'. The harsh weather takes more lives 

than the armed combat. Here temperatures can reach –50 degrees Celsius; soldiers 

suffer from frostbite, oxygen shortage, and loss of appetite.  According to The New 

York Times, critics have described the conflict as a pointless and sinfully expensive 

battle for a piece of Himalayan real estate which, while stunningly beautiful, is unfit 

for human habitation. On 6 February 2016, the Siachen glacier had seen an even 

larger tragedy — an avalanche on the Pakistan side of the standoff. Over  120 

Pakistani soldiers died, buried under the snow (Pandharipande, 8 February, 2016) 

The Siachen has become a graveyard of 3,000 Pakistani soldiers since 1984, of 

whom about 90 percent lost their lives by cold bites. 

 

Military analysts estimate the deployment costs Pakistan US $ 5 million a month; 

Indian costs are higher still because of higher troop numbers, and because supplies 

are transported by helicopter. Still, many military strategists and security hawks in 

both countries insist the fight must go on. A former chief of Indian intelligence, 

Vikram Sood, writes that in any peace negotiation with Pakistan, Siachen should 

be the “last issue on the table, not the first. (Walsh, The New York Times,15 April 

2012).  

 

According to a report of the World Bank 2018, the most ridiculous aspect of both 

these countries is their defence expenditures. India spends 2.4 per cent of its total 

GDP on defence; Pakistan spends no less – 4 percent of its total GDP(world 

Bank,2020) . And yet Pakistan has only one enemy in the world, and that is India. 

Both countries share the Indus waters – fed by the Siachen glacier. It is a well-

established fact that war arrangements and army bases are major polluting agents, 

while also contributing to the depletion of this glacier. Water scarcity is a clear 

indication that these two could soon begin fighting over water resources as well – 

and again new defence expenditures would ensue. In place of thinking madly about 

war, these two countries should direct their resources to prevent anticipated ‘water 

wars’. That would make for more positive results. 
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Sino-Indian Disputes  

Amidst the Covid 19 pandemic, the world witnessed a bloody clash between India 

and China, one that killed many soldiers from both sides. The New York Times 

published the following headline:  ‘Battle in the Himalayas, China and India are 

locked in a tense, deadly struggle for advantage on their disputed mountain border’. 

We can read the following: 

 

the border dispute between the world’s two most populous nations, both 

armed with nuclear weapons, remains unresolved and dangerous. It involves 

a region called Ladakh, a sparsely populated area, high in the Himalayas, 

with close historical and cultural ties to Tibet. It was divided in the years 

after India gained independence from Britain in 1947, and the Communist 

Party established the People’s Republic of China two years later” (Jin 

Wu and Steven Lee Myers, The New York Times, 18 July 2020). 

 

The Chinese project to divert the Brahmaputra River’s water to fulfil its appetite 

for energy is another reason for a Sino India clash. The Brahmaputra originates in 

Tibet, which is occupied by China, and flows through India and Bangladesh before 

meeting the ocean in the Bay of Bengal. These three riparian countries — China, 

India, and Bangladesh — are the world’s first, second, and eighth most populous 

countries respectively, with around 130 million people living in the Brahmaputra 

River basin alone. In addition, all three countries face severe the threat of water 

scarcity before steeply rising demands, thus making the Brahmaputra highly 

valuable to them all. The Brahmaputra River is a fundamental source of water 

supplies and hydropower; it is also crucial for the management of both flood and 

drought risks. All riparian countries have therefore planned the management of the 

Brahmaputra’s water resources so as to secure national interests.  

 

For India, the Brahmaputra is of special importance for two reasons. First, it 

accounts for 29 per cent of the total runoff of all India’s rivers. Second, it is crucial 

in the nation’s national development plans. The  Brahmaputra is the key to India’s 

River Linking Project, which aims to address spatial inequalities in fresh water 

distribution (Misra et al., 2007, p. 166) and maximise hydropower potential. In 

2001, the Central Electricity Authority (CEA) conducted a preliminary study on the 

https://www.nytimes.com/by/jin-wu
https://www.nytimes.com/by/jin-wu
https://www.nytimes.com/by/steven-lee-myers
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hydroelectrical potential of various river basins in India; it ranked the Brahmaputra 

River basin as the most important (Thakur, 2020, p. 2). For a country with poor 

energy resources as regards for instance petroleum, hydropower is seen as a clean, 

low-cost, and crucial energy source. In India, hydropower is even seen as an import 

substitution asset – one that could even perhaps ensure self-sufficiency in the 

energy sector. However, China the upper riparian country, has much deterred Indian 

dreams and hopes. As the upstream country, China has remained key player in the 

game of water allocation in the Brahmaputra River System.  

 

China has always eyed the Brahmaputra for (water diversion and) hydropower 

development so as to serve its own interests – and its actions pre-empted Indian 

endeavours. According to China’s Twelfth Five-Year-Plan on energy development, 

China was to build five major dams in the middle reaches of the Brahmaputra 

mainstream between 2010 and 2021. The first of these, the 510-megawatt Zangmu 

hydropower project, was completed in 2014. The five projects hold a total capacity 

of 3,000 megawatts, accounting for about 3 per cent of the Brahmaputra’s whole 

hydropower potential. This makes India much worry about China’s further actions 

on the so-called ‘Great Bend’ or ‘Great Canyon’ — a deep gorge across the 

Himalaya’s eastern extremity, wherein the Brahmaputra suddenly curves south onto 

India’s Assamese plain. If the 38,000-megawatt hydropower station near Motuo is 

built, ‘China will gain significant capacity to control the Brahmaputra, which is a 

free-flowing river, and make India dependent on China (Jiang, 2017, p. 500). 

  

The South-to-North Water Diversion Project (SNWDP), a giant Chinese ambition 

– as well as the largest and longest water diversion project in the world – is already 

underway. If the Brahmaputra is included in the extended version of the SNWDP’s 

still-pending western route, lower riparian countries (such as India and Bangladesh) 

would suffer a great reduction in the Brahmaputra’s water flow. Bangladesh, as the 

lowest riparian country in the Brahmaputra River basin, with a weak say in the 

international fora, and with valueless bargaining collaterals in the water game, is 

awfully vulnerable to one-sided activities by upper riparian countries. In addition, 

Bangladesh is heavily dependent on upstream countries for both collecting and 

delivering hydrological data – data without which it cannot prepare for either flood 
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or drought control, or even formulate its domestic water budget. In the absence of 

data, the country faces huge losses.  

 

To sum up, the two major players in the Brahmaputra water game are China and 

India. Although the benefits of cooperative management of transboundary river 

development are acknowledged by the international community (Giordano & Wolf, 

2003, p. 166), to date, no multilateral international treaty for the management of the 

Brahmaputra River basin has been initiated. China is able to dominate lower 

riparian countries due to both its geographical position and its military supremacy. 

Hence, China is regarded as the upstream ‘hydro-hegemon’ in the river basin 

(Zeitoun & Warner, 2006, p. 449), and would be undeterred from taking unilateral 

actions, such as dam building and water diversion, which may harm the interests of 

downstream countries. In recent years, and in the absence of cooperative 

agreements, India and China have been in fierce competition in the development of 

hydropower and water diversion. It is possible that significant conflicts may occur 

(Jiang, 2017, p. 500). According to Jiang, water security can be a catalyst in 

consolidating international relations in this region. Another important venue of 

cooperation can stem from collaboration. 

 

Radical Fundamentalism and Militancy  

The HKH Region’s countries are poor economies fighting various domestic 

problems, often reeling under the wheels of poverty, hunger, and unemployment. 

According to the Human Development Index (HDI) 2019, China holds 85th rank in 

HDI; all other countries hold even lower positions: Uzbekistan is 108; Kirgizstan 

122; India 129; Bhutan 134; Bangladesh 135; Myanmar 145; Nepal 147; Pakistan 

152; and Afghanistan 170 (UNDP, 2019). The reports reveal that countries in the 

HKH region are not only poor and struggling to meet basic needs; they are also 

further disturbed by several other factors such as militancy. Afghanistan is 

controlled by the Taliban; Myanmar is under a military regime; India struggles with 

religious and ethnic issues; Pakistan is being ruled by religious fundamentalism. All 

these countries have shrouded hopes for environmental conservation and the 

fortification of the HKH.  These countries are all ruled by unilateral agendas and 

power games, barely showing any environmental concerns at all. 
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IV Middle Power2and Niche Diplomacy: A South Asian Perspective 

Political loggerheads over boundaries and territories kept international relations 

tense and side-lined critical issues such as water. China, increasingly a water 

hegemon, has become stronger with its occupancy of Tibet. Chinese appetite for 

energy can also lead to increasing salinity in rivers.  

 

No country in the region can dare to initiate a bilateral dialogue with China 

regarding this matter. The stringent Sino Indian relationship has already eliminated 

the probability of regime building on the issue of water management. The absence 

of major powers to balance Chinese hegemony has lessened the possibility of 

checking Chinese actions. On the other hand, the militarily strong fundamentalism 

that is governing the Western HKH and the Central Asian regions has its own 

agenda, which has nothing to do with environmental issues. 

 

However, for India, the consequences of ignoring this situation can be more 

upsetting than estimated – in both tangible and intangible forms. The consequences 

would be many, and profound. In such situations, niche diplomacy can be effective 

to attain positive results, or at least become instrumental in avoiding many 

environmental costs. There are examples wherein super powers have also played 

niche diplomacy to deal with critical issues in the international community. Here 

India can enjoy three lifelines: first, India can involve multilateral organizations and 

treaties; second, it can involve other, like-minded partners; third, it can promote its 

national interests internationally by aligning them with global interests. India’s 

dream of a permanent position with veto powers in the United Nations Security 

Council must project the genuineness of its concern towards critical questions of 

global importance.  Here, it is not necessary to involve power-play; rather, what 

India can do is to channelise the decisions and regulations suggested by 

international organizations to preserve the environment and ensure water security. 

India can protect its interests without confronting China directly – it can somewhat 

contain Chinese hegemony by sensitizing the international community to the fact 

that a threat to water security in India would eliminate hopes of fulfilling the 

principles of the Millennium Development Goals (MDG) determined by the UNDP 
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in this region. These challenges would further deepen with huge migrations to 

water-rich nations – with negative consequences for global peace. 

 

The fundamental argument in this essay is that niche diplomacy can be effective in 

regime building on the issues of environment and water security. Niche diplomacy 

has a definition and some characteristics. It is often associated with small power or 

middle power countries that have sufficient size and capacity to play notable roles 

on the international stage, but are not strong enough to impose their own positions 

or solutions. Though these powers cannot exercise direct influence, they have been 

known to sometimes exercise persuasive influence. Even if not considered ‘middle 

powers’ in terms of military or other basic strength, or in terms of international 

rank, such countries can sometimes play significant roles as intermediaries, as key 

providers of assistance, or in other specific ways. Very large powers too, it should 

be noted, may develop niche diplomatic and other particular capabilities. The 

difference is that great powers, unlike small or middle-sized countries, lack either 

the need or the incentive to do so. They can usually exert influence as well as 

exercise power with relative ease. However, they too sometimes fail, and have to 

defer to others — countries with less strength but, perhaps, with other advantages 

(Henrikson, 2005, p. 67).  

 

According to Andrew F. Cooper, middle power countries like Canada and Australia 

have directed their attention towards domains where they hold a high degree of 

resources and reputational qualifications. The benefits of functionalism are two-

fold. Symbolically, the approach provides countries with higher status in [the] 

international system (often with the tangible spillover benefits in terms of 

institutional position). Instrumentally, it offers the possibility of playing a 

constructive role that is distinguished from great powers (2016, p. 5).  

 

Cooper quotes Gareth Evans to define niche diplomacy as a policy instrument 

which implies “concentrating resources in specific areas best able to generate 

returns worth having, rather than trying to cover the field” (ibid). This niche 

diplomacy sometimes involves multilateralism to present issue-specific solutions. 

It does not impose policies or decisions; rather, it focuses on the capacity to bring 

conflicting parties together to search for a viable solution which suits all agents 
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involved. In essence, it is an intervention for searching for a solution, and in the 

case of a severe problem, it provides a multilateral option. 

 

John Gerard Ruggie writes that “multilateralism refers to coordinating relations 

among three or more states in accordance with certain principles.” It can be 

understood as an institutional form which coordinates relations among three or 

more states on the basis of "generalized" principles of conduct — that is, principles 

which specify appropriate conduct for a class of actions, without regard to the 

particularistic interests of the parties or the strategic exigencies that may exist in 

any specific occurrence (Ruggie, 1992, p. 565).  

 

According to Robert O. Keohane,  

 

multilateral institutions are multilateral arrangements with persistent sets of rules; 

they can be distinguished from other forms of multilateralism, such as ad hoc 

meetings and short-term arrangements, to solve particular problems. These 

institutions may take the form of international regimes — institutions with explicit 

rules, agreed upon by governments, that pertain to particular sets of issues in 

international relations — or bureaucratic organizations, which assign specific 

professional roles to their employees. In fact, however, regimes are usually 

accompanied by organizations: an international organization is established to 

monitor and manage a set of rules governing state behaviour in a particular issue 

(Keohane, 1990, p. 734).   

 

Multilateralism in Indian Foreign Policy 

India has a democratic form of government and has faith in multilateral 

organizations. It is a member of the United Nations (UN); the World Health 

Organization (WHO); the International Monetary Fund (IMF); the World Bank 

(IBRD); and the Non-Alignment Movement (NAM). It also remains party to many 

international treaties such as the Antarctica Treaty and the United Nations 

Convention of the Law of Seas (UNCLOS). Internationally recognised as a benign 

power or even categorised as a middle power, India is also an observer in the Arctic 

Council as well as the Antarctica Treaty of 1959, and a member of the ICIMOD. 

Thus, it is the part of multilateral organizations working in all the three Polar 

Regimes. 
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India’ role in negotiating climate policies remains important. It succeeded in 

carving out its niche during global environmental negotiations. The beginning of 

Indian climatic politics can be traced to the United Nations Conference on the 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) in 1992, in which India identified itself with the group 

of 77 (G77) — that is, developing nations which urged developed nations to take 

actions on climate change while arguing that developing nations might take on 

voluntary commitments – conditional on the receipt of finances and technology 

transfers from industrialized nations (Mohan, 2017). The principles of equity is 

reflected at the UNFCCC at Rio through the phrase  “Common but differentiated 

responsibilities” (CBDR-RC), which is the principle of international environmental 

law establishing that all states are responsible for addressing global environmental 

destruction, yet they are not equally capable. Tthe principle balances the need for 

all states to take responsibility for global environmental problems with the need to 

recognize the wide differences in levels of economic development. These 

differences are, in turn, linked to the state contributions demanded so as to address 

these problems. The CBDR was formalized in international law at the 1992 United 

Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED) in Rio de 

Janeiro. Both CBDR and RC were, therefore, importance victories for developing 

countries (Hurrell and Sengupta, 2012, p. 470). Indian negotiators claim significant 

influence over that intervention (Hopewell, 2014, p. 2).  

 

After Rio, India was actively engaged in negotiating the policies regarding climate 

change, and its efforts were crucial in securing the Berlin Mandate of 1995 which 

would guide two years of negotiating processes for the legal instrument to be 

focused on mitigation actions by developed countries. The negotiations eventually 

resulted in the Kyoto Protocol of 1997, which required [in Annex I] for the parties 

of the UNFCCC (that is, developed countries) to commit themselves to a 

“quantified emission limitation and reduction objectives”. Developing nations such 

as India were exempted from legally binding commitments (UNFCCC, 1997). 

For India and other G77 nations, the Kyoto Protocol emphasised the continued 

relevance of the firewall differentiation between developed and developing nations 

with respect to the burden of responsibility for climate action. India’s role was to 

successfully protect its space for socio-economic development, while 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/environmental-law
https://www.britannica.com/topic/environmental-law
https://www.britannica.com/topic/international-law
https://www.britannica.com/event/United-Nations-Conference-on-Environment-and-Development
https://www.britannica.com/event/United-Nations-Conference-on-Environment-and-Development
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simultaneously pushing for developed countries to take on more responsibilities 

(Hurell and Sengupta, 2012, p. 470). All these can become leverage  for India in 

playing the role of a middle power, and carving a niche for itself in both climate 

and hydro politics in the HKH region. In a conversation, Robert Keohanei also 

supported India’s role as a soft power and its promotion of the climate issue (rather 

than focussing on military issues), thus leading it towards a win-win position within 

the HKH region (Keohane, 2021). 

 

The Way Forward  

This essay has focused on India’s role as a prospective middle power for hydro 

diplomacy in the context of receding ice caps in the HKH region – which could 

potentially cause several armed conflicts. The rivers originating from the HKH are 

a source of water in the most water stressed countries in the world, including the 

first, second, and eighth most populated ones — China, India, and Bangladesh. 

Increasing population and economic development has induced the demand for 

water, whereas climate change has led to shrinking water resources. These countries 

are now drawing waters from transboundary rivers for their national interests alone 

– with several disputes emerging on transboundary water sharing. Political tensions 

emerging around water can become critical.  

 

Like the other two Poles, the HKH region is also very sensitive to the Climate 

Change. Climate Change has induced deglaciation, a major factor which could 

deprive these rivers from staying perennial. Being perennial in nature, these rivers 

ensure water for irrigation against the failure of monsoon and in arid seasons. 

Upstream river waters provide ample scope to produce hydro-electricity as well as 

sustain other economic activities such as fisheries – and also maintain soil 

productivity in flood plains. Climate Change can alter the whole river system, as 

increasing surface temperatures lead to deglaciation. Deglaciation threatens water 

security in several ways. As much research, and the observations made by the 

international organizations such as the IPCC, ICIMOD, WWF. UNEP have 

established, the second half of the twentieth century has witnessed a faster rate of 

deglaciation.  
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If this trend continues, water would become a critical cause for political conflicts. 

The effect of water starvation could be seen in all the forms — tangible and 

intangible — and also be so manifold as to aggravate complex socio-political and 

economic challenges. Examples include public resentment due to loss of 

agricultural productivity, threats to energy security, and increased loss of 

biodiversity, all resulting in an overall destruction of the economy. The water crisis 

can lead to climate migration from water-stressed areas to water-rich regions, and 

these climate refugees would have to struggle for their basic needs. This migration 

could also give birth to several new challenges, such as the harassment of women 

and criminalization. All such pictures seem alarming, and cries for water in this 

region could even harm world peace. The quest for regime building in the region’s 

current political fabric may be unique from various perspectives; however, it could 

also be devastating, as the area is surrounded by three nuclear-armed nations. China, 

India and Pakistan are at loggerheads over boundary disputes which keep 

environmental issues such as water in the HKH on the backburner.  

 

China is the most powerful player; however, it is also a reluctant one in terms of 

sensitivities to climate and water issues. Governed by Islamic fundamentalism, 

Pakistan is little involved with environmental issues; however, water issues for 

economic purposes have remained in a prominent agenda when comes to diplomatic 

relations with India. Countries like Burma and Afghanistan are not in the picture 

due to unstable political structures, while countries like Nepal, Bhutan, and 

Bangladesh have weak international voices. Chinese initiatives to divert the 

Brahmaputra water would have much deprived India and Bangladesh. The 

economic consequences of this would be disappointing for India’s hopes to attain 

energy security and related infrastructural endeavours. 

 

The disputes between India and China, as well as between India and Pakistan, have 

converted the HKH’s beautiful landscape into a theatre of armed conflict – with 

great human and ecological costs, in both short and long terms.  Strained relations 

among nuclear powers are sufficient to predict a grim future for any multilateral 

regime. Non-state actors in the Western Himalayan region and in the Eastern 

frontier are governed by military regimes, and are no less problematic – as the 

Rohingya tragedy reminds us. All these factors are more than sufficient to harm 
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negotiation processes. Existing regimes such as the SAARC have their agendas 

much restricted; on its side the ICIMOD is just a research organization, lacking any 

legal and financial structure.   

 

This scenario can motivate an emerging power like India, categorised as a middle 

power in the global order, to initiate niche diplomacy by involving like-minded 

partners as well as engaging with international organizations. A politically strained 

region like the HKH is fairly complex in terms of governance through coercive 

measures. In the middle of political rivalry and turmoil, consensus building can 

become an effective measure for regime building. India cannot oppose the Chinese 

position bilaterally; however, in multilateral forums it can forward its views 

regarding the Chinese water hegemon – whose actions can prevent the huge 

population living in the South Asian Region from accomplishing the Millennium 

Development Goals determined by the UNDP Agenda2030(UN,2015) India can 

also bring other underlying issues — like environmental challenges in the HKH 

region — to the  forefront, work towards confidence building, maintain a bond with 

its neighbours, and can also emerge as a bellwether in regime building over water 

disputes in the Asian continent. However, in order to do this, India will need to 

make some concessions, and increase its military power. 

 

V. Summary and Conclusion 

The core argument of this paper has revolved around the idea that India, as one of 

largest countries in HKH region, is going to be a victim of climate change. The 

implications of climate change could be devastating, and could cause the huge and 

irreparable loss of both tangible and non-tangible resources. India houses seventeen 

per cent of the world’s population – and all of which is vulnerable to the water 

scarcity. It is high time that countries in the HKH region join their hands and efforts 

to preserve HKH waters. Political hot-bloodedness has remained pre dominant in 

this region. Political instability in the HKH region is an enormous challenge. In this 

circumstances, initiating a legally binding treaty without any strong motive can be 

fatal. Moreover, the most powerful player in the HKH region, China, is reluctantly 

regarding environmental issues and concerned with its own interests above all else. 

Thus, it is imperative for India to take the initiative as a middle power and meet the 

challenges posed by the current geo-political scenario. 
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