
Water, like religion and ideology, has the power to move millions of people.
Since the very birth of human civilization, people have moved to settle
close to it. People move when there is too little of it. People move when
there is too much of it. People journey down it. People write, sing and
dance about it. People fight over it. All people, everywhere and every
day, need it.

—Mikhail Gorbachev1

The distribution of environmental resources as a potential contributor to conflict
has been the subject of considerable research, and these linkages have domi-

nated the post-Cold War interest in environmental security.2 Within this genre much
attention has been given to water resources, owing to their vital importance for
human survival. The distribution of environmental resources may contribute to
conflict, but recent scholarship has begun to focus on the potential of environmental
threats in stimulating conflict resolution.3 Uniting around a common aversion to
environmental threats, as well as confidence-building through environmental coop-
eration, potentially hold great appeal for policymakers who aim to engage in
proactive problem-solving rather than in precise problem identification. What is
most significant for government decisionmakers to consider is that even if a conflict
is not environmental in nature, the remedy may well be achieved through environ-
mental means. Environmental cooperation may offer pathways to confidence-building
or peacebuilding, whether or not the conflict has environmental roots. 

This essay explores the potentiality of such instrumental cooperation in the case
of South Asia where regional conflict between two nuclear neighbors, India and
Pakistan, is predicated in a history of religious rivalries and post-colonial demarcation.
Despite inveterate antagonism, the two countries have managed to cooperate over
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water resources of the Indus River. How was this riparian cooperation enabled? And
can it be reconfigured to provide for lasting peace in the region?

AAN A T O M Y OF THE IIN D US WWA T E R S TTR E A T Y

The Indian subcontinent quite literally owes its name to the waters of one
river—the Indus. Regional politics are closely tied to the river’s history and how
different societies have used its waters for livelihood and for consolidating power.
Hindu nationalists frequently recount that the very essence of their faith, dating
back to the writings of the Rigveda in the second millennium B.C.E., is linked to the
flow of the Indus. The name itself is a Latinized version of Sindhu, which means
river in ancient Sanskrit, and from which the word “Hindu” and its concomitant
ethnoreligious identity emerged.4 The partition of the subcontinent by the British in
1947 gave all but the very upper headwaters of the Indus to the newly formed
Muslim majority country of Pakistan. More significantly, the major tributaries of the
Indus that provided irrigation water for the fertile and densely populated region of
Punjab on both sides of the border were divided. This was a classic conflict situation
between upstream and downstream riparians, exacerbated by a lack of trust and intense
territorial animosity between the two sides. This led to a series of disputes related to the
Indus and its tributaries. Both countries tried to settle the matter bilaterally several
times after partition but no lasting agreement was reached until the World Bank got
involved as a mediating entity. 

The resulting agreement, known as the Indus Waters Treaty, took nine years to
negotiate and was signed in 1960. It is a particularly remarkable treaty since both
sides have otherwise had tremendous hostility for one another and have defied
efforts at cooperation. It is therefore instructive to consider the development and
history of the treaty in greater detail as a potential model for regional environmental
cooperation. The treaty is often cited as a success story of international riparian
engagement, as it has withstood major wars between the two signatories (in 1965
and 1971), several skirmishes over water distribution and derivative territorial
concerns.5 The agreement is also heralded as a triumph for the World Bank, which
played an instrumental role in its negotiation during the height of the Cold War. The
World Bank’s role in this region was particularly unusual because India was a
vanguard of the Nonaligned-Movement and wanted to disavow any pressure from
international institutions or Western nations. 

The initiator and technical adviser of the agreement was David Lilienthal, the
former head of the United States’ Tennessee Valley Authority, who suggested that an
engineering perspective could contribute to resolving this political stalemate.6 After
a visit to India and Pakistan in 1951, he advised the two countries to divide the
Indus Basin geographically. India would have unrestricted use of the three eastern
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rivers (the Ravi, Sutlej and Bias), while Pakistan would completely control the three
western rivers (the Jhelum, Chenab and Indus). The World Bank played a significant
role by providing mediation, support staff, funding and proposals for pushing negoti-
ations forward. Under the leadership of President David Black, the World Bank was
able to persuade the international community to contribute nearly $900 million for
impoundment construction.7

Nine years after Lilienthal’s initial visit, both countries were finally convinced to
sign the agreement. The Indus Waters Treaty obligated Pakistan to build a canal system,
which, by utilizing previously less-developed rivers, decreased Pakistan’s dependence on
the Indus tributaries the treaty gave to India. The treaty also charged India and Pakistan
with exchanging information and establishing joint monitoring mechanisms of river
flow to ensure enforcement. The key provisions of the agreement are as follows:

 An agreement that Pakistan would receive unrestricted use of the western
rivers, which India would allow to flow unimpeded, with minor exceptions;

 Provisions for three dams, eight link canals, three barrages and 2,500 tube 
wells to be built in Pakistan; 

 A ten-year transition period, from 1 April 1960 to 31 March 1970, during 
which time water would continue to be supplied to Pakistan according to a 
detailed schedule; 

 A schedule for India to provide its fixed financial contribution of $62 million 
in ten annual installments during the transition period; and,

 Additional provisions for data exchange and future cooperation.8

As is often the case with riparian agreements, the treaty also established the
Permanent Indus Commission, made up of one commissioner of Indus Waters from
each country. In the technocratic spirit of the agreement, these representatives are often
engineers rather than politicians. The two commissioners meet annually in order to: 

 Establish and promote cooperative arrangements for implementation of the 
treaty; 

 Promote cooperation between India and Pakistan in the development of the 
waters of the Indus system; 

 Examine and resolve by agreement any question that may arise between the 
two countries concerning interpretation or implementation of the treaty; and,

 Submit an annual report to the two governments.

Both countries have upheld the Indus Basin Commission’s information-sharing
responsibilities; data on new projects, the water level in rivers and the water discharge
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of rivers are routinely conveyed to the other parties. If conflicts rise to the level of a
dispute, the Indus River Commission will agree to mediation or arbitration, and the
World Bank will appoint a neutral expert who is acceptable to both countries to
resolve the dispute. Remarkably, although India and Pakistan constructed and
carried out this agreement amidst skirmishes, threats and full-scale war, and even
during armed conflict, neither country sabotaged the other’s water projects. One of
the water negotiators for Pakistan has commented that the role of international
institutions is vital in making this enterprise function: 

Both the parties are under the obligation of the Indus Waters Treaty, which
asked the signatories not to disrupt the functioning of the commission.
Any hurdle in the working of the commission is challengeable under the
treaty, the guarantor of which is the World Bank.9

No projects allowed under the treaty’s provision of “future cooperation” have
been submitted since 1960, nor have any water quality issues.10 There have,
however, been several other disputes that have arisen over the years. The first issues
arose from Indian non-delivery of some waters during 1965 to 1966 that became
questions of procedure and of the legality of commission decisions. Negotiators
resolved that each commissioner acted as a government representative and had the
authority to make legally binding decisions.11 Another dispute involving the design
and construction of the Salal Dam on the Chenab River in Jammu, India was
resolved by way of bilateral negotiations.12

As noted in a recent World Bank study of Pakistan’s water policy, India and
Pakistan advocate conflicting principles of management: “equitable utilization” and
“no appreciable harm,” respectively.13 Both sides continue to foster misgivings about
the treaty but accept it as the best option in a time of conflict. From the Indian
perspective, the 75 percent allocation of water to Pakistan represented a fundamental
violation of equitable utilization.14 From the Pakistani perspective, the allocation of
only 75 percent of the water when it possessed 90 percent of the irrigated land was
a violation of the principle of no appreciable harm.15 As a mark of how leadership
can achieve reconciliation despite high tensions, former Pakistani President Ayub
Khan is quoted in the aforementioned study as saying,

we have been able to get the best that was possible…very often the best
is the enemy of the good and in this case we have accepted the good after
careful and realistic appreciation of our entire overall situation….The
basis of this agreement is realism and pragmatism.16
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As part of a study of the Tarbela and Mangla dams (the two Pakistani
impoundments constructed as a result of the treaty), the World Commission on
Dams concluded that:

The Indus Waters Treaty represents the only ongoing agreement between
India and Pakistan that has not been disrupted by wars or periods of high
tension. Cooperation that builds on this treaty could not only present
opportunities for better water management between those two countries,
but also serve as a model for water-sharing arrangements between India,
Bangladesh and Nepal.17

BBE Y O N D TTE C H N I C A L CCO O P E R A T I O N ::
PPR O S P E C T S FOR IIN S T R U M E N T A L PPE ACE

Although the Indus Waters Treaty has been able to overcome some minor issues
(such as the Salal Dam dispute, which was resolved in 1978 through a new treaty),
it has not been able to facilitate the resolution of larger conflicts, like Kashmir.
The prospects for using the agreement over riparian issues as a means of conflict
resolution more broadly can be traced back to a statement by U.S. Assistant
Secretary of State George McGhee, who pointed out in 1951 that,

a settlement of the canal waters question would signify those basic
reversals of policy by the Governments of both India and Pakistan
without which there can be no political rapprochement. Thus, the canal
waters question is not only a functional problem, but also a political one
linked to the Kashmir dispute.18

As reported in the World Bank archives on this case, the British Prime Minister
Anthony Eden felt that if this linkage were not possible, the resolution of the waters
dispute could at least reduce tension over Kashmir.

Interestingly enough, at one time it was argued by Pakistani politicians that the
urgency of territorial claims on Kashmir for Pakistan also had a hydrological
component. In 1957, the Pakistani prime minister, Hussain Suhrwardy, stated
publicly that, “There are as you know six rivers (in the Indus Basin). Most of them
rise in Kashmir. One of the reasons why, therefore, that Kashmir is so important for
us is this water, these waters which irrigate our lands.”19 However, since then, the
Pakistani government has de-linked the Kashmir dispute from the reconciliation
over water allocation. Commenting for this research on the potential of using the
treaty as a conduit for resolving the Kashmir conflict, the Pakistani government’s
senior spokesmen on foreign policy, Mohammed Sadiq, stated the following: 
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The Indus Waters Treaty has been an important document for the water
issue between the two countries. It has also helped in a framework for
the resolution of water disputes in the region. Pakistan is fully committed
to the treaty in letter and spirit. As far as the Kashmir dispute, this is not
a water issue. It relates to the inalienable rights of Kashmiri people to self-
determination.20

As early as 1951, the Indian government has argued adamantly that: “The Canal
Waters dispute between India and Pakistan has nothing to do with the Kashmir
issue; it started with and is confined to the irrigation systems of East and West
Punjab.”21

Yet this decision to de-link the two has been made consciously by politicians,
despite the ecological reality that Kashmir does indeed lay strategically within the
headwaters of the river systems. In fact the Indus flows right through the valley
corridor that connects Indian and Pakistani-held Kashmir. One can thus consider the
cooperative role of water in this case at two levels. First, as suggested in the afore-
mentioned statement by George McGhee, the resolution of the water dispute was a
necessary but perhaps not a sufficient condition for conflict resolution over Kashmir.
Second, since that condition for water cooperation has been met, the communication
and opportunities for trust-building provided by the treaty continue to act as a
potential means of further cooperation at the level of political psychology. Therefore,
the Indus Waters Treaty has become the strongest link of cooperation between the two
sides and, in times of crisis, it is often referenced as the ultimate cord of engagement
that might be cut.

The latter proposition was put to the test in December 2001 following the
Kashmiri militants’ attack on the Indian Parliament two months prior, when India
threatened to unilaterally abrogate the Indus Waters Treaty. However, six months
later, the Permanent Indus Commission, which was established as part of the treaty,
still met for the thirty-seventh time in New Delhi and the agreement weathered the
story yet again. 

On a technical level, the Indus Waters Treaty was tested again when both India
and Pakistan considered new dam projects to meet rising energy demands. India is
undertaking the Baglihar Hydropower Project (BHP) on the Chenab River in India,
160 kilometers north of Jammu, under severe opposition from Pakistan.22 Apart
from objecting to the project design of the BHP, Pakistan has expressed opposition
to the Tulbul navigation project, the Sawalkote Hydroelectric Project and the
Kishanganga Hydroelectric Project, all located in Jammu and Kashmir.23 The
Baglihar dispute was taken to the World Bank, which appointed a neutral technical
expert, Swiss engineer Raymond Lafitte, in August 2005 to make a binding decision
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on the case. Lafitte gave his ruling on the dispute in early 2007 and the matter was
amicably settled, with both sides claiming victory. 

So far, the Indus Waters Treaty has served its purpose in de-escalating
tensions over riparian water and has provided a direct avenue for regular, if tech-
nical, dialogue between the countries. It has not led to greater peacebuilding
between the two countries as some of the original motivators of the treaty may
have hoped. However, these most recent dam projects in Kashmir raise some
potential prospects for using the agreement more instrumentally in resolving the
Kashmir dispute. Increasingly, Kashmiri politicians are arguing that since the
status of the territory is uncertain and so many of the disputes are in Kashmiri
territory, they should be part of the Indus Basin negotiations as well.24 Whether
such integrative solutions to the conflict would be found through cooperation on
water remains to be seen, and is largely a question of leadership. Even when all
the ingredients of rational state behavior are in place, the ultimate action is
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Key policy issue Effects thus far Future prospects

Acceptability of technical
solutions 

Very effective in providing
civil engineering solutions
to dam sites and scale
issues

Joint hydrological studies
between Indian and
Pakistani scientists to
promote trust

Robustness of agreement
in absence of trust

Withstood conflicts
through regular mandated
meetings and Indus Basin
Commission constituted by
technical experts and
managers 

Agreement likely to be a
model for other bilateral
agreements on fisheries,
trade, and oil and gas
pipelines

Role of external agent
(World Bank)

Continuing support of
dispute resolution system
and water resource 
assistance strategies

Make such agreements
part of regional
development strategy 
for South Asia

Peace dividends for 
existing conflicts

Relatively few visible
impacts on peacebuilding;
Agreement relegated to
mid-level technical
exchange and
management

Since river headwaters are
in Kashmir, the agreement
could be used as a conduit
for the Kashmir dispute
resolution process

Table 1: Policy lessons from the Indus Basin case
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dependent on individual leaders. Table 1 summarizes some of the key lessons
from this case.

The Indus Waters Treaty may also be relegated to a broad range of confidence-
building measures that countries may develop during times of crisis. As Shaista
Tabassum has argued, the treaty did initially help to build some measure of conciliation
between the two countries and was also framed as a “conflict avoidance measure.”25

Soon after the treaty was signed, both countries did agree to negotiate actively on
Kashmir and six rounds of talks were held from 1962 to 1964. However, the talks
failed because of territorial intransigence on both sides and the escalation of domestic
political pressures. It may also be argued that the de-linkage of the substantive issues
related to the Indus Waters Treaty and the development of Kashmir as a region might
have provided an opening for dialogue which was not availed. India’s dominance as
a hegemonic power in the region also gave it much more negotiating power that was
not effectively countered by international pressure. For efficacy in such asymmetric
circumstances, it is also important to consider the regional dynamics of cooperation
over water.26

RRE G I O N A L SSO UT H AASIA N SST R A T E G I E S

South Asia has a remarkable history of cooperation over water-related issues in
both maritime and riparian areas. India is South Asia’s major littoral state, and
shares maritime borders with several other South Asian states; in contrast, none of
the other states have maritime borders with each other. India has settled its maritime
boundaries with several of its neighbors, signing twelve bilateral agreements, including
nine agreements with the Maldives, two each with Sri Lanka, Indonesia and
Thailand, and one with Myanmar, as well as three trilateral agreements with Sri
Lanka and the Maldives, Indonesia and Thailand, and Myanmar and Thailand.27

Pakistan has also signed two bilateral agreements to settle its maritime disputes—
one with Oman and the other with Iran. However, maritime disputes continue
between India, Pakistan and Bangladesh. 

In the case of Bangladesh and India, the problem is not the maritime boundary,
which can be defined fairly easily, but rather competing sovereignty claims over the
island of Talpati.28 Bangladesh has a concave coast, and maritime boundaries in such
geographical structures require integrative solutions and are extremely difficult to
draw. Nevertheless, if a comprehensive settlement is reached in such cases, environ-
mental factors can play a pivotal role since they help link various issues such as
economic development and security. For example, a joint conservation monitoring
arrangement can allow both sides access to areas that would otherwise be off-limits and
give both sides an opportunity to cooperate in reducing environmental degradation. In
particular, states that are ecologically vulnerable to extreme climatic events, such as
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Bangladesh, are recognizing that poor environmental planning in coastal areas can
have devastating economic impacts. The old environment/economy tradeoff is
becoming less relevant as environmental pressures begin to have direct economic
impacts. Pakistan’s maritime dispute with India over the Sir Creek region could
conceivably provide an opportunity to forge such a link between economic development
and environmental cooperation.29

In addition to maritime dispute settlements, several important river-sharing
treaties have also been concluded in South Asia. India has agreements with
Nepal, Bangladesh and Pakistan over riparian issues that are likely to be
expanded in the future. Nepal, a small landlocked neighbor of India, is the upper
riparian on the Mahakali River, which flows from Nepal into India. After
protracted negotiations, the two states agreed on a treaty for the river in 1996.
The importance of water negotiations was highlighted by the fact that the
Nepalese parliament passed the treaty with the required two-thirds majority,
despite a serious political crisis in Nepal at the time. According to commentator
Krishna Rajan: 

The treaty attracted attention in a number of countries as an important
indication of the ability of India and Nepal as multiparty democracies
to reach an agreement on cooperation on water resources on the basis
of equality, transparency and equitable sharing of costs and benefits....it
does offer a model for India and Nepal on how to reach important
understandings despite the uncertainties of democratic politics and
coalition governments.30

Also in 1996, India and Bangladesh signed a treaty on India’s construction
of the Farakkha Barrage, a dam that diverts the flow of the Ganges River into the
Hooghly River during the dry season to flush silt from the port of Calcutta. The
negotiations were spread over two decades and, after overcoming a number of
controversies, finally concluded in the form of a thirty-year Farakkha Barrage
Treaty. Regional organizations are often an important mechanism in promoting
multilateral peacebuilding efforts. South Asia, as an example, has the potential to
engage in such a process through the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC), which was established in 1985. While bilateral dispute
resolution is excluded from SAARC’s mandate, there are numerous aspects of
bilateral disputes, which can have multilateral, or even global, implications. For
example, the Siachen dispute between India and Pakistan has prevented scientists
from studying glacial recession, hydrological impacts and climate change that can
potentially influence the entire region. Arguments can thus be made that many
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of the so-called bilateral disputes that involve ecological factors have a salient
global purpose.31

Despite discouraging signs that both quantitative and qualitative environ-
mental issues (scarcity and pollution, respectively) have historically been relatively
low on the priority list of decisionmakers in the region, it is important to note the
establishment of SAARC was preceded by the formation of a regional environmental
organization. At the initiative of the United Nations Development Program, the
South Asian countries—including Afghanistan and Iran—came together in 1980 and
established the South Asian Cooperative Environmental Program (SACEP). The
stated goal of SACEP at the time of establishment was: 

to promote regional co-operation in South Asia in the field of environ-
ment—both natural and human—in the context of sustainable
development and on issues of economic and social development which also
impinge on the environment and vice versa; to support conservation and
management of natural resources of the region and to work closely with all
national, regional and international institutions, governmental and non-
governmental, as well as experts and groups engaged in such co-operation
and conservation efforts.32

In its early years, SACEP was able to establish a “Regional Seas” program that
had the potential to bring forth the territorial contentions for potential resolution.
The interactions at a regional level through SACEP may well have helped to establish
SAARC, which has a broader mandate in its charter of regional cooperation, covering
a wide range of activities from energy to tourism to environmental protection, as well. 

While such instances of regional cooperation are promising, the South Asian
case on its own does not provide us with enough structural coherence to develop an
effective strategy for moving forward with potential paths to making water an
instrumental means of peacebuilding. Understanding the limitations of the current
frames of policy analysis within international relations and considering alternative
mechanisms for peacebuilding are important if we are to move beyond the self-fulfilling
prophecy that tends to de-link environmental factors from peacebuilding.

EEX P L O R I N G FFU N C T I O N A L I T Y OF WWAT E R IN PPE A C E B U I L D I N G

Political geographer Kathryn Furlong has noted that dominant theories in
international relations and international organizations tend to have five key flaws:
1) a mis-theorization of hegemonic influences at work; 2) undue pessimism regarding
the propensity for multilateral cooperation; 3) an assumption that conflict and
cooperation exist along a progressive continuum; 4) a tenet that conflict is restricted
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to state competition; and 5) a depoliticization of ecological conditions.33 The Indus
Waters Treaty exemplifies these challenges, which need to be addressed by scholars and
practitioners alike. Theories of international relations that emphasize interdependence
through mediating institutions such as the World Bank or the United Nations are
most likely to offer some cooperative mechanisms in such asymmetric cases.34

The key to analyzing environmental cooperation as a potential pathway to peace-
making is to dispense with notions of linear causality and instead consider conflict
de-escalation processes as nonlinear (not having a simple cause and effect relation-
ship), often constituting a complex series of feedback loops. Positive exchanges and
trust-building gestures are a consequence of realizing common environmental threats.
Often, a focus on common environmental harms (or aversions) is psychologically more
successful in leading to cooperative outcomes than a focus on common benefits,
which may lead to competitive behavior over the distribution of the gains.35 Specific
research in game theory and operations research on the potential for cooperation
over water is empirically showing that there are clear behavioral responses that
suggest that such cooperation is possible.36

We also appear to have history on our side in this regard. An important historical
study on water conflicts conducted by Oregon State University has noted that “the
rate of cooperation overwhelms the incidence of acute conflict.”37 In the last fifty
years, only thirty-seven disputes involved violence, and thirty of those occurred
between Israel and one of its neighbors. Outside of the Middle East, researchers
found only five violent events, while 157 treaties were negotiated and signed.38 The
total number of water-related events between nations also favors cooperation: the
1,228 cooperative events are more than twice the number of 507 conflict-related
events.39 Of these events, 62 percent are verbal, and more than two-thirds of these
were not official statements.40

Realist scholars argue that cooperation on environmental issues among adversaries
merely constitutes “low politics” and does not translate into larger resolutions over
high-level national security concerns. In this view, environmental conservation
would be at best a means of diplomatic maneuvering between mid-level bureaucrats,
and at worst a tool for influential elites to pursue their own narrow interests. Such
critics give examples of cooperation on water resources between adversarial states such
as India and Pakistan or Jordan and Israel without this cooperation translating into
broader reconciliation or peace.41 Thus, it is presumed by some scholars looking at
large historical data sets that environmental issues are not important enough in world
politics to play an instrumental role in conflict resolution. Meanwhile, recent research
conducted by the International Peace Research Institute in Norway has tried to
extricate some of the various geographical aspects of cooperation and conflict potential
of riparian states using regression analyses. The basic conclusion of this study is that
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a shared river basin tends to accentuate conflict, but a shared river boundary as a border
does not.42 However, such studies cannot provide the granularity of analysis required to
understand how cooperative mechanisms might still operate in cases such as the Indus,
where the principal cause of the overarching conflict is not water.

One of the earliest contributions to the study of environmental peacebuilding was
Peter Haas’ work in the context of the Mediterranean Action Plan.43 Haas focused on
ways in which knowledge exchange promotes environmental cooperation through the
formation of what he termed “epistemic communities,” networks of professional experts
who arrive at shared views on scientific policy questions. These networks often take the
form of civil society groups—sometimes facilitated by development donors—that
exchange information on environmental issues. There is also a growing commitment
from donors to “bioregionalism,” the notion that ecological management must be
defined by natural delineations such as watersheds and biomes rather than by national
or other borders.44 Numerous joint environmental commissions between jurisdictions
and countries have taken root all over the world, at times with implicit or explicit
confidence- or peacebuilding goals. This evolution has also played out at various
international forums in which bioregionalism and common environmental sensitivities
have sometimes transcended traditional notions of state sovereignty. An important
role for such organizations is to improve an understanding of interconnections
between distributive competitive issues of environmental scarcity with the mutual
loss of deteriorated quality of the resource in the absence of cooperation. Through
such a process it may be possible to move functionally towards using water as a
means of peacebuilding in South Asia and beyond.

CCO N C L U S I O N

The Indus Basin agreement has often been heralded as a success story of riparian
cooperation between warring states. The role of the World Bank as the mediating
institution in resolving this dispute between India and Pakistan is often cited as a
positive intervention that led to a win-win outcome for all sides in the dispute. Yet
the cooperation between the two states on this technical matter has not catalyzed
the resolution of the overarching conflict over the Kashmir region, giving some
credence to realist assumptions about environmental factors being “low politics.” A
closer examination of the cooperative arrangements reveals that the cooperation
may still have played an important role in deescalating tensions during times of
crisis. Consequently, it is possible to link such arrangements to larger narratives of
conflict over territory that may be deemed “high politics.” A more positive framing
of the case might reveal that water resources in this context are so important that
adversaries must show some semblance of cooperation over them, even when that
does not spill over into broader peace. Furthermore, the use of environmental issues
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in building peace must be considered over longer time horizons and repeated interac-
tions, premised empirically on the following conditions:

Development of a joint information base on a common environmental 
threat;
Recognition that cooperation is essential to alleviate that threat;
A cognitive connection and trust-building from initial environmental 
cooperation;
Continued interactions over time due to environmental necessity;
Clarification of misunderstandings and de-escalation of related conflicts; and,
Increased cooperation and resultant peacebuilding.45

These pathways are also considered the most empirically observed mechanisms,
following a collective review by policy analysts for the United Nations
Environment Program.46

The likelihood of environmental resources being used instrumentally in conflict
resolution has increased in recent years. Certain environmental resources are now
better understood as fundamental to basic economic, environmental and social
processes, including sustaining human life. There is a growing realization that
environmental issues require integrated solutions across national borders since
natural ecosystems do not recognize political boundaries. At the same time, politicians
need to acknowledge that natural resources, particularly those as essential as water,
can provide an important tool for resolving territorial disputes as well as providing
a conduit for confidence-building measures between adversaries. Cooperation over
water and the environment is also a potential way of avoiding conflict if we can
frame the matter appropriately. While South Asia has exemplified some parts of this
framing routine, there is far more which can be accomplished if leaders are more
willing to explore inherent ecological linkages between technical collaboration on
water and lasting territorial security. 

NOTES

1 Mikhail Gorbachev, “Out of Water,” Civilization 7, no. 5 (October-November 2000).
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3 The first book to propose the concept of environmental peacebuilding is Ken Conca and Geoffrey D.
Dabelko, Environmental Peacemaking (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2002); further theo-
retical and practical development of this concept can also be found in Saleem H. Ali, “Environmental
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4 The Nadistuti sukta, “hymn of praise of rivers,” is hymn 10.75 of the Rigveda. All of the rivers in this
hymn are considered “feminine” except the Indus, which is masculine and hence given a special status
second only to the mythical Sarasvati River. Savarkar, among the founders of modern Hindu nationalism
defines a Hindu as “a person who regards this land....from the Indus to the Seas as his fatherland (pitrib-
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