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INTRODUCTION 

Scarcity of water is a huge problem for many countries of the world especially for developing countries. 
The effects of environmental change and poor management of available water resource have made water one of 
the scarcest resources in many poor economies. As a result, there is a struggle for water resource and this 
sometimes leads to conflicts. The India-Pakistan water conflict is an example of conflict which arises from 
struggle for scarce resources. For over a half century, rivalry over river resources has been a source of interstate 
tension between India and Pakistan. From partition in 1947, India has controlled a large portion of the Indus basin 
including the water supply for 90% of land in Pakistan. Pre-emptive diplomatic engagement to avoid water 
conflict led to the Indus Water Treaty in 1960. This treaty defined the principles for sharing water from the Indus 
River. 
   

INDUS WATER TREATY  

The Indus river basin originates in the Himalayan Mountains 39% of the basin flows through India 
followed by 47% flowing through Pakistan. In Pakistan, 90% of the country’s food and 65% of its employment 
depend on agriculture by the Indus Basin and its tributaries. The water dispute between Pakistan and India began 
during the early 1960s. However, the Indus Treaty between the two countries created an understanding of how 
water between the two countries would be shared. Six rivers that is; the Chenab, Indus, Beas, Sutlej, Ravi and 
Jhelum flow to Pakistan from India. This treaty divided three rivers for use by each country and India had the 
Beas, Sutlej and Ravi. Pakistan had access to the Jhelum, Chenab and Indus. Both states are required to ensure the 
flow of their rivers into the neighboring state with minor exceptions including the development of hydropower 
projects and water extraction for agricultural use. During the 1990s, India constructed a hydro-electric plant in 
Doda district along Chenab River. This river is one of the tributaries of the Indus River and was designated by the 
Indus Treaty for use by Pakistan. The Pakistani government political and religious leaders saw this as a move by 
India to control these waters. This was seen to be in breach of the Indus Treaty and a threat to the Pakistani 
economy. There were several ways in which the Pakistani economy could be affected. These include reduction of 
water capacity for Pakistani peoples which could affect agricultural and animal rearing activities. India also had 
political superiority by having the ability to flood Pakistan during war times through releasing excess water. 
These and other reasons increased tension between both countries in attempts to control this water resource. 

FACTORS WHICH CAN LEAD TO CONFLICTS OVER WATER RESOURCES 

There are various factors which lead to conflicts between states or groups who share scarce resources. Most 
conflicts arise when there is perception that one group is benefiting at the expense of another. It would become 
worse when resources which are shared are rare and are required by a lot of people. The Pakistan-India conflict 
over the water resource is one example. Various factors which lead to conflicts over water sharing will be briefly 
analyzed below;  
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1- Population Growth: Population growth is a major factor which gives pressure on resources. Population 

growth leads to the over-utilization of resources and in case these resources are scarce the population 
needs are not met. In such circumstances, this may lead to the development of conflict. Water is a scarce 
resource in many countries. When population uses the available water or the growth rate does not match 
the increase in water resources then population needs will not be met and leading to conflict. The 
population will be unable to acquire safe water for consumption and water for agriculture especially in 
agrarian economies. In such cases political instability may occur as citizen’s fight for their right to access 
a water resource. This conflict may begin at a local level and become a matter of international concern as 
in the case of Pakistan and India. Nowadays, growth of Pakistan is gradually increasing day by day and in 
other hand India is the 2nd largest populated country of the world they both are facing shortage of water at 
domestic level. 

2- Weak Treaties: Sometimes, treaties are used when sharing resources to ensure all parties. Weak treaties 

are bound to generate conflicts over time as each party of the treaty try to benefits from the treaty and seek 
ways of benefits. When one or more parties realize that the treaty does not favor them they easily change 
the decision to follow the treaty. However, one mistake which occurs in the case of conflict between 
Pakistan and India is the inability to project future trends and needs at the time of making Indus River 
Treaty. When the Indus treaty was made in 1960 major projections on the water needs of both countries 
for coming years were not properly done. It was impossible to mention where country would be allowed 
to construct dams in the rivers and their relying on such rivers for agriculture. It is necessary for treaties to 
make in dynamic nature of the world in order to avoid future conflicts over water resource sharing.  

3- Inadequate Water Conservation Measures: When many countries discover a resource they exploit it 

until it gets decrease without understanding the consequences of decreasing of the resource. Water 
resources has no exception unless they are conserved it would decrease or used ineffectively. Many poor 
countries do not conserve water although it is a scarce resource. They didn’t build dams for water 
conservation. Such countries are unable to meet the population needs when these water resources dry up 
or have declining level. Pakistan loses millions of cubic meters water daily due to lack of water 
conservation efforts. When such losses occur country is unable to satisfy its citizens water demands. The 
inability to meet this need is blamed on other factors and this may create conflict between two or more 
nations. Such as Pakistan is in a huge dam crisis there is a major need of dams for water conservation 
because of increasing demand of water and people and to fulfill the needs of population. 

4- Climate Change: Climate change has severe impacts on available resources. Environmental destruction 

has led to unpredictable change of weather conditions across the world. Such weather conditions include 
drought, floods, heat waves and others. One of the major International issues is Global Warming too. In 
such economies which highly rely on agriculture these conditions cause heavy losses. When drought or 
winter occurs and there is a limited water resource this lead to conflict over it especially if a country has 
not taken enough water conservation measures. The latest dispute between Pakistan and India relates to 
construction of a dam and Pakistan argues that climate change will bring harsh winters which will reduce 
the river flow as a consequence of diversion of the river by India.  

5- Poor Political Leadership: Leadership in any country deals the distribution of resources. All leaders 

ensure that available resources are distributed and used for the welfare of the majority population in the 
country. When there are good leaders even scarce resources are effectively used and conserved to fulfill or 
satisfy the country’s needs. However, in cases where the leadership is weak the available resources are 
misused or used for the benefit of a few. This leads to wastage and the majority population does not have 
access to such resources. In this case, conflict over the limited water resource is mostly occurring. The 
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dispute between India and Pakistan can be partly blamed for weak leadership which is hesitant in solving 
the issues present.  

6- Declining Water Level In Pakistan: The water capacity in Pakistan has been declining over the years 

and it becoming a threat to the survival of its population within the next decade. Pakistan had water crisis 
during 2009 due to the reduction of its water capacity. In 2009 its water capacity was 1200 cubic meters 
while in 1950 it was 5000 cubic meters. This figure is expected to reduce to 800 cubic meters over the 
next decade. Scientists warn that Pakistan will face a water disaster within the coming years if 
interventions to ensure availability of water are not implemented.  

PRESENT STATUS OF THE CONFLICT 

The dispute between Pakistan and India over water has continued over several decades. Currently, the 
dispute revolves around the construction of a hydro-electric plant along a tributary of Indus which is Kishenganga 
River. Although India is defending its right to construct the dam and Pakistan is raising several issues over the 
project. 
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