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Abstract

Water resources continue to attract considerable attention and have
increasingly become a significant feature of the world security
environment. In order to locate water in the security continuum, it is
necessary to revisit the debate on the traditional and non-traditional
aspects of security. On the one hand, notions and images often conjured
up when water issue is highlighted are often associated with concerns
like national survival, inter and intra-state tension and the likelihood
of “water wars’— the ‘securitisation’ of water. On the other hand, the
security discourse also examines the necessity to ‘desecuritise’ water-
related problems so as to reduce perception of threat and facilitate
negotiations.

In the world there is nothing more submissive and weak than water.
Yet for attacking that which is hard and strong nothing can surpass it.
L ao-tsu, 6 century Chinese philosopher and founder of Taoism

I ntroduction

Theincreasing scarcity of water has been well evidenced and few challenge
thisassessment.* Continued popul ation growth and drought from global warming
will put enormous pressure on water resources — 40 per cent of the globe’s
populationisaready short of freshwater and given current trends, thiswill riseto
50 per cent by 2030 and could be ashigh as 90 per cent intheregion stretching
from Maghreb to West Asiato thewestern part of India. Thefollowing statistics
areindeed sartling:?

* Nearly 450 million peoplein 29 countries currently face severe water
shortage.

* 20 per cent morewater thanisnow availablewill be needed to feed the
additional threebillion peoplewho will bedive by 2025.
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» Asmuchastwo-thirdsof theworld population could be water-stressed
by 2025.

» Aquifers, which supply one-third of theworld’s population, arebeing
pumped out faster than nature can replenish them.

» Half theworld'sriversand lakesare serioudy polluted.

* Mgorrivers, such astheYangtze, Ganges, and Colorado, do not flow to
the seafor much of theyear because of upstream withdrawals.

All thisiscompounded by thefact that 150 of the 200 mgor river-systemsare
shared by two nations, and some 50 by three or more nations. Although numerous
treaties and agreements (hydro diplomacy) covering over 100 international river
basinshave been signed over the centuries, 158 of theworld' sinternational river
basinslack any typeof cooperative agreements.® Hence, thelikelihood of tension
and conflict emanating from the consumyption and distribution pattern of river weters
cannot be underestimated.

In order to subject water resource to security interrogations, this paper
proceedsin three stages. First, asadiscourse, water isexamined as ‘ symbolic
capital’. Second, it debatesthetraditional and non-traditiona aspectsof security
and considersthe scarcity model asan appropriate structureto locatewater inthe
security continuum. Finaly, the nature and pattern of water conflicts (inter-state
andintra-gtate) isanaysed in West Asiaand the I ndian subcontinent.

Water asa Discour se: Symbolic Capital

Accordingto Foucault, “ Discourse congtructsthetopic. It definesand produces
the objectsof our knowledge. It governstheway that atopic can bemeaningfully
talked about and reasoned about.”# In positioning water issuesasadiscourse, itis
essential to acknowledgethetenantsof Didier Bigo's‘ symbolic capita’ .° Bigo
contendsthat certain voicesareinherently endowed with moreweight than others
duetothe‘symbolic capita’ whichisequivaent of positionsof authority.® Bigo
linksthisauthority to knowledge, whichisan advancement of Foucault’spower/
knowledge.” Accordingly, astatement becomes* power” when theaudiencetakes
thestatement as“true”. Variousactors—political leaders, historians, thescientific
community and themedia—helpinthe‘ mobilisation of knowledgeresource’ based
on historical analysis, scientific evidencesand statistics. Those actorswho are
endowed with* symbolic capitd’ and thosewho are concerned with the production
of ‘ power/knowledge’ form animportant link in shaping the security discourse.
Here, two examplesprimarily demonstrated to enlarge perception and locate water
issuesinthe security logic are noteworthy.
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Intheearly 1980s, Boutros-Boutros Ghali as Egyptian minister of statefor
foreign affairssaid, “ The next war in our region will be over thewatersof the
Nile.” 81n 1991, afew months before being appointed asthe Secretary Genera of
theUnited Nations, hereiterated, “the next war inthe Middle East will befought
over water, not politics.” ® Boutros Ghali was echoing the‘ symbolic capital’ of
water and hisrecognition of thegravity of thesituationin West Asacomesfrom
historical analysisaswell ashispersonal experience, which formsthe‘ power/
knowledge'.

TheBiblementionsthat the variationsinwater supply, for example, drought,
drove Jacob and hisfamily to Egypt, an event that led to years of slavery and
finaly tothe consolidation of thelsralitetribe 400 years|ater.° Joshuadirected
hisprieststo stemtheflow of the Jordan River with the* power of theArk of the
Covenant’ whileheand hisarmy marched acrossthedry riverbed to attack Jerico.™*
During World Waer |, asthe Ottoman Empire crumbled, water resources became
acritical factor in defining theterritoria interestsof the French, British, Arabsand
JewsinWest Asia.®2 Also, through hisown experiences as Egypt’s minister of
foreignaffairsfrom 1977 to 1991, Boutros Ghdi had seen that emotionscould run
high over thesharing of theregion’smost preciousresource. Thus, when President
Anwar Sadat offered thewatersof theNileto Isragl inabid to open discussions
about the West Bank and Gaza, there was public outragein Egypt and beyond,
with upstream countries protesting that the Nilewaterswere not President Sadat’s
todistributeat will. Thereon, ‘water wars asadramatic alliteration wasusedin
thearticle of thesamenameby Joyce Starr.® In 1995, World Bank vice-president
Ismail Seragel din madeamuch-quoted prediction about thefuture of war, “If the
wars of thiscentury werefought over oil, the wars of the next century will be
fought over water.”

PrimeMinister Manmohan Singh’'s 2004 | ndependence Day speech highlighting
theimportance of water isanother exampleof ‘ symbolic capital’. Heidentified
water asoneof the saat sutrasrequiring specia attention. The challenge outlined
by him was one of managing water resources as well as ensuring people’'s
participation in water management and conservation.

Water isanational resource, and we haveto take an integrated view of our country’s
water resources, our needs and our policies and water utilisation practices. We
need to ensure the equitable use of scarce water resources...| urge you and all our
political leaders to take a national and holistic view of the challenge of managing
our water resources.’s

Earlier, in hisaddressto the nation on June 24, 2004, Manmohan Singh had
sd:
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Water has emerged as a critical and contentious issue across the country...The

government will reverse the neglect of public investment inirrigation, addressing

the specific problems of each river basin, in an environment and people friendly

manner. 6

What then does* symbolic capital’ explain?First, it helpsin understanding
securitisation as a performative act or as Ole Waever says a “ speech act” .
Speeches and statements thus become areference point. According to Barry
Buzan, security isapractice, “quality actorsinject intoissuesby securitisng them,
which meansto stagethem onthepolitica arena....and thento havethem accepted
by asufficient audienceto sanction extraordinary defensive moves.” *# Second,
the speech act isnot merely political rhetoric but signifies® specific rhetorical
structure” ¥ in which the securitised issueis presented as an issue of supreme
priority —amovement from‘low poalitics to*highpolitics'.

The Security Debate

Thefundamentalsof security/insecurity, who is secure fromwhom or what,
when, where and how, will alwaysremain embedded in the security discourse,®
whichtouseasignificant line, “ Every concept like security...hasastory totell; a
story of their own coming to presence” . %

In 1983, Richard Ullmanin histhought-provoking article Redefining Security” %
introduced anew gpproach to understanding international security by incorporating
non-military cons derationssuch asenvironmental dangers, disease, hunger, natura
disaster and population growth. Ullmanwrote, “the non-military tasksarelikely to
grow ever moredifficult to accomplish and dangerousto neglect.” =

Contesting the Cold War exclusivity of security issuesenabled adiscourse
that deconstructstherealist theoriesof state being the unitary actor. In the post-
Cold War period, non-traditional aspectsof security have been subject toahigh
degree of scholarly debate and research. The period hasbeen afruitful onefor
thinking about abroader agendain security i ssues, both conceptualy andinpolicy
terms. While criticsto ‘ broadening the security ambit’ outright dismissit as
threatening “...to destroy itsintellectual coherence and makeit moredifficult to
devisesolutionsto any of theseimportant problems’ 4, itsproponents, however,
inatrue Hobbes an sense, reason security through itsmultiple meanings.®

In 1993, in order to cometo termsand make sense of therapidity of change
intheinternational system, the Copenhagen School led by Ole Waever, Barry
Buzan and othersworked on the shift in referent object from state to society, the

320 Srategic Analysis/Apr-Jun 2005



so-caled ‘ securitisation’ of internationd relations.?® The Copenhagen School (CoS)
thus provided theoretical groundsfor the conceptualisation of non-traditional
security. Theenvironment along with the military, thepolitical, theeconomicand
the societal became one of thefivedifferent sectorsof security that interact and
interconnect.?” Security thusbecameamode of reasoning that required protecting
thereferent object. The security discourseisnow increasingly focusing onthe
dynamicsof ‘ securitisation/desecuritisation’ and * politicisation’ . Securitisation of
anissue, itisargued, advancesthe* friend/enemy congtruction’ whiledesecuritisation
isemphasised at the societal level on ethical considerations.® Buzan, however,
contendsthat securitisation isan extremeversion of politicisation. Politicisation
makesan issuereevant and involvesrespons bility, securitisation, onthe contrary,
involvestheurgency of athreet, whichlegitimisesactionsouts dethenorma bounds
of political procedure®®

Thescholarship that followed suggestsare ationship between theenvironment,
especidly resource scarcity, and violent conflict —the Scarcity Modd . However,
establishing acausal link has proven elusive.®! Thomas Homer-Dixon’swork
underlinestherel ationship between theenvironment and conflict asaninteractive
and complex one and that environmental stressesand strains can be important
contributorsto conflict even if causally distant.® In particular, he posits that
environmental scarcity hasinsidious and cumulative social impacts, such as
population movement, economic decline, and the weakening of states, which can
contributeto sub-nationa violence.® Theseimpactscan provide challenger groups
with opportunitiesfor action againgt astatethat hasbeen gradualy eroded by civil
war, corruption, economic mismanagement, rapid population growth or
deteriorating renewableresources.

Thescarcity model often referred to asthe resource-deficiency thesishasits
critics, particularly onthe question of how tension and theresultant stressfrom
scarcity can becometransmuted into armed violencein theform of large-scale
conflict.® Clearly, themodd till requiresrigoroustracing of there ationship between
resource scarcity (asakey determinant) and itsimpact on war-making and war-
prevention.® Nonetheless, Homer-Dixon reinforceshisargument, “theoristshave
usually focused on the possibility of inter-state conflict over resources. Weare
claiming that because environmental scarcitiesareworsening we can expect an
increaseinthefrequency of conflictswith an environmental component...” %

Drawing upon the security debate, particularly the‘ scarcity model’, water
resourcethus becomesboth an existential andimmediatethreat, and animportant
determinant in understanding the stressesin the new internationd system.®” Three
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factors contribute to water resource being a scarcity threat: depletion and
degradation; increased demand and uneven distribution.

Those concerned with the water crisisand its future are divided into two
schools. One, led by Aaron Wolf, indicatesthat water, asasource of conflictis
morelikely to occur within countriesthan between them. It focuseson water as
asource of cooperation and animpetusfor scientistsand political leadersto use
modern science and advanced technol ogy to create new solutionsand suitable
aternatives.® TheWolf School alsolooksinto the history, scope, and design of
international water treaties.® The other, led by Peter Glieck arguesthat water
scarcity asasourceof conflict will beincreasingly inter-statein natureand examines
water-related conflicts. Glieck, however, makesit very clear that “water resources
haverarely been the sole cause of conflict” but should beviewed asa* function of
thereationshipsamong socid, palitica, and economic factors, including economic
devel opment.”* The Glieck School also evaluatestherole of water asatool and
weapon (both political and military) of conflicts caused by other factors.

Security practitionersthus need to take into account water issues as part of
their arsenal of tools, and explore two primary questions. What role do water
issuesplay in stimulating internationa conflict and cooperation?Are conflictsover
water sharing likely tobemore‘within’ (intra-state) or * between’ states(inter-
state)? The Wolf-Glieck divideintermsof scope and focusisof obviouspolicy
importance, particularly Sncethrestsemanating fromwater scarcity festureregularly
aspolicy reports(for example, In Indiathe UPA government’sCommon Minimum
Programme, the US intelligence community overview of “Global Trends2015”
and the UN Report on “ Our Shared Responsibility”).+

Water asa Security Concern: West Asiaand I ndian Subcontinent

Asmentioned, three factors contribute to water resource being ascarcity
thresat: depletion and degradation (supply-induced); increased demand (demand-
induced) and uneven distribution (structurally-induced). Thefirst two can be
mapped through thewater-stressindex of Mdin Falkenmark.*> However, itisthe
third aspect (interlinked with thefirst two) that iscrucia in understanding security
principaly intermsof water sharing.

Since 1948, only 37 incidents of acute, violent conflicts over water have
occurred. Thirty of thesewerebetween | sragl and oneor another of itsneighbours.®
It isevident from the above statement that the largeriver-systemsin West Asia
(including the M aghreb) —the Nile (Egypt, Ethiopiaand Sudan); the Jordan (Israd!,
Lebanon and Syria); the Tigrisand Euphrates (Irag, Iran, Syriaand Turkey) are
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moreof acatayst for confrontation (inter-state) thantheriver-systemsinthelndian
subcontinent —thelndussystem (Indiaand Pakistan) and the Ganga-Brahamaputra:
Barak systems(s).* Thefollowing observationsaccount for this.

River water treatiesin the subcontinent —the IndusWater Treaty IWT (1960)
with Pekistan and the GangesWater Sharing Treaty (1996) with Bangladesh have
stood thetest of timein spiteof theadversepalitica climate. ThelWT, inparticular,
withitsthree-tier gpproach of ‘ defining the problen’,  commitment to negotiation’,
and"arranging thenegotiations' isan exemplary casefor joint venture/cooperative
approach to resource sharing.*® In West Asia, none of the water negotiationsor
water management plans have been successful, whether it wasthe Lowdermilk
water management planfor theregiononthe TVA model (1950-51) or the Johnston
Negotiationson the Jordan River (1953-55).4 Water has been amajor issuein
the Pdestinian-lsradli negotiationssincetheearly 1990s, but to date, little progress
has been made on either the bilateral or the multilateral track. Inthe Oslo 11
Agreement of September 1995, Israel recognised Pal estinian water rights, but
owing to itscomplexity and significance, the water issue—together with other
thorny issues such as Jerusalem, borders, refugees, settlementsand security —was
left to thefinal status negotiations, whichwereto beginin May 1996 but only got
underway inearnest in mid-2000. By then, aseriesof painfully negotiated | sradli
interimwithdrawal sleft the Pal estinian Authority with direct or partial control of
some 40 per cent of the West Bank and 65 per cent of the Gaza Strip.

InWest Adia, negotiationson sharing water resourceshavedwaysbeen hostage
tothevolatilepolitica situation. A successful negotiation onwater, whichishighly
emotiveand divisive, requiresrelativeregiona stability and strong leadershipto
conclude adeal. It isreasoned that the most significant factor leading to the
successful Sgning of thelWT wasthe politica stability provided under theleedership
of Jawaharlal Nehru aswell asAyub Khan.*

InWest Asia, given the polarised politics (theArab-lsragl divide), unilatera
actionthwartsany bilateral/multilateral approach. Isragl remainsinfluenced by its
unassailableregiona position and technological optimism in coping with water
scarcity. TheArab states, against this, regard water negotiationsas* schemes’
madeby “imperidistsand Zionists’ to attaintheir end of territorial expansoninthe
heart of theArab homeland.*®

Water isclearly apolitical and military tool aswell asamilitary target in\West
Asia. Inthe post-Johnston negotiations, water became an important source of
conflict that led tothe 1967 Arab-1sragl war. When the PLO cameinto existence,
itsfirst action wasto sabotage the Israeli National Water Carrier in December
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1964. Asthe PLO put it: “ Thewater issuewasthe crucial one. We considered our
impact on thisto bethe crucial test of our war with Isragl” . Inresponse, | sragli
PrimeMinister Levi Eshkol declared: “ |sradlisarenot trigger-happy, but if it came
toit, wewould haveto fight for our water” . PLO’shodtility, Arab diversion plans
andlsradli smdl-sca eattacksonthediversonworksin Syrialedto border violence
that eventually culminated in the June 1967 War. In the subcontinent, thishas
never been the case. Even during the course of wars (1965, 1971) and Kargil, the
watersof the Indusflowed peacefully. Probably the IWT has become asymbol
that both Indiaand Pakistan do not want to destroy. Though Pekistanfromtimeto
timevoicesitsconcernover Indiadeliberately tryingtorunit dry (eastern province
of Punjab considered to bethe bread basket), it can, without paying any attention,
beregarded asatypical |ower-riparian bogey.

Water sharing even between the Arab states, based on their respective
hydrological positions, has been contentious. Water has been atool for tactical
dliance, aninstrument of coercion and asourceof nationaism. Whether itisSyrid's
Ba athist agriculturalismor Saudi Arabia sapproachto food security or Turkey’s
grand project of “ nationa unity through regiona economic development”, or Isradl’s
“making the desert bloom”, water iscentral to regional politics.> Hydropolitics
thusfeatures predominantly in the strategic calculus of theregion. For example,
Turkey’sdiversion of the Euphratesfor agricultural purposesinthe 1970s|eft
Syriainadiregtuation.® Syriacounteredit by usngtheradica Kurdistan Worker’s
Party (PKK) asaproxy to disrupt and destabilise Turkey’ sAnatoliaregion and
later onformed atacticd dliance (inthe 1990s) withitsrival Iragon sharing of the
Euphrates. It wasonly in 1998 under Turkey’s* facethe consequences’ = threat
that the A ssad regime signed the memorandum withdrawing its support for the
PKK. Sincethe mid-1990s, hydrological cooperation asatest of reciprocity has
emerged as an important element between Ankaraand Jerusalem, though fina
agreements haveremained elusive. This, because | srael considerswater asan
important component of its security and doesnot want to be over-dependent on
extraneous sources. Turkey’ sresponse has been to terminatethe ‘ water for guns
swap deal and work on ‘water for money deal’.

Giventhewater stressin theregion, water sharing will beanimportant aspect
of thepolitical landscape. Thefuture of the | sragl-Pa estinian settlement will also
depend uponwhether Israel iswilling to give up West Bank to Paestinian control
and thereby relinquishitscontrol over the aquifersthat currently provide one-third
of Isragl’swater supply. It would al so mean exposi ng the country to vulnerability
from suspected Arab venturesto run the country dry at timesof war. Therefore, to
|srael swater security isaprerequisitefor dealing with Palestinian/Arab hotility.
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Thefact that |sragl iscontemplating giving up Golan Heights, whereit controls
LakeKinneret, further makeswater in theWest Bank acritical component. Water
linksGolan andtheWest Bank to | sral’ sstrategic thinking; I srael will waittogive
up Golan to Syriaonly when asuperior water arrangement intheWest Bank is
struck or it finds adequate water options.

Though the colonial legacy and the political contours of West Asiaand the
Indian subcontinent are markedly different, one can with al fairness state that
there seemsto be more humility in understanding and sharing water in thel atter
thanitisintheformer. The Indian subcontinent representswhat Thomas Naff
says. Oneof theparadoxical qualitiesof hydro-political problemsisthat, despite
their complexitiesand stubbornness, they exhibit atendency in certain circumstances
to encourage negotiationswhere other problemswould degenerateinto conflict.”>

‘Water security’ inIndiarequirestwo-fold analyss. From earlier observations,
itisclear that for Indiawater security islessof inter-state problem. Theevauation,
therefore, requiresan intra-state perspective (within).

InIndia, quantitativesupply problemsareincreasing. Indiawill enter the* stress
zone' by 2025.% Water scarcity dueto ground water depletionisaready amajor
problem. To complicate matters, water quality isalso deteriorating. For example,
80 per cent of the 14 perennid riversinIndiaare polluted. Organic pollutantsfrom
industria activitiesareamajor cause of degradation of water quality throughout
theregion. India, for ingtance, isthethird biggest emitter of organicwater pollutants
with 1, 651, 250 kg/day.>®

Intermsof internal security, river-water issues have, over thelast decade or
so, become alaw and order problem with aggressive protests and threats of
violence. The Cauvery River water rightshave been asource of tensonleadingto
violent expression and instability between Tamil Nadu and Karnataka. In 1991,
rioting took place in Karnataka as the leaders of both the states took a
confrontationist posture. In 1995-96, apoor monsoon heightened tensonsandin
2002 curfew wasimposed in thetown of Mandyaasthe agitation turned violent.’
Likewise, the Sutlgj-YamunaLink (SY L) Cand between Punjab and Haryanaas
been anequdly emotiveissueand hasresulted inviolence. In1986-87, 34 workers
and an engineer were gunned down at aconstruction sitein Ropar in Punjab and
in 1990 two senior engineerswerekilledin Chandigarh.® Importantly, Karnataka's
unilatera pogition not to abide by the Supreme Court’sdecision over theequitable
distribution of water and Punjab’sdecision (July 12, 2004) to annul all inter-state
river sharing agreements putsaseriousthreat to thefederal nature of the Indian
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polity and raisesaseriousdebate over the control of resources. Clearly, suchnon-
compliance setsadangeroustrend and createsaretaliatory Situation. For example,
if Karnatakapreventswater from flowing to Tamil Nadu, then thelatter can cut
the supply of electricity to theformer.®

Fromtheabove, it emergesthat at theintra-statelevel, water i ssuesare about
better resource management, aneed for decentralised approach involving local
population and active participation by civil society intheimplementation of water
sharing projects.®® One can, from the context of the security debate, place water
issues(intra-stateleve) asoneof ‘ paliticisation’ rather than asoneof ‘ securitisation’.
However, thedynamicsof river water sharing at theinter-statelevel, which was
analysed asbeing ‘riversof accord’ could changeto ‘riversof discord’ if the
project tointer-link the country’srivers, the* nationa water grid” ! doesnot take
into consideration the fears and apprehensions of neighbouring countries,
Bangladesh and Nepa wherethese are genuine. According to the GangesWater
Treaty, India(asan upper riparian state) hasto protect theflowsarriving at Farraka,
fromwheretheriver water isshared.®? Thediversion of the Gangato the southern
peninsular, as planned under the inter-linking project, may have animpact onthe
flows at Farraka, and tantamount to a breach of the treaty. Even asthe lower
riparian stateinthe number of water treatieswith Nepd , theimplementation Satus
of whichisfar from satisfactory, Indiaand Nepa would haveto agreeon abaanced
and mutually beneficial useof river waters, particularly theriversKarndi, Kos
and Gandak.®

Conclusion

To adopt the Foucaul dian terminology of security “...not that everythingis
bad, but that everything is dangerous...”%, water issues assume enormous
sgnificance. Sinuousriverscomplicate ownership andintertwinethefateof nations.
Therefore, tofully comprehend thedynamicsof internationa conflict itisnecessary
to examinethere ations between resource competition and other sourcesof friction.
The* desecuritisation” of water issue, on the other hand, presentsan opportunity
toshift away fromthe*enemy’ construct and helpto collectively craft broad policy
prescriptions, explore new techniquesand better water management. Ascountries
rework on strategies to diversify sources of water supply and enhance self-
sufficiency itiscritical to negotiate acooperative regimefor the distribution of
shared water supplies.
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