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Interlinked Insecurities: Climate Stressors and Perception of Threats in South

Asia

Climate-Security Nexus: Visible Strains

South Asia is inherently vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and concerns surrounding
water, food, and displacement have hinted towards possibilities of internal as well as inter-state
conflict.! The assumption that climate change intensifies existing threats and heightens
anxieties within the ever-changing global and regional security frameworks shapes the direction
of security analysis. Therefore, it is noted that climate change acts as a “threat multiplier”
within existing situations of geopolitical competition and conflict.

Within a span of two decades, 750 million people—about half of South Asia’s population—were
impacted by climate-induced disasters?, with 12.5 million internally displaced in 2022, where
floods and increasing food insecurity accounted for most of the movements.> The region
contains several climate-sensitive hotspots, with receding glaciers, rising sea levels, increasing
incidents of floods and droughts, and the looming migration crisis—all of which impact
livelihoods and hinder development prospects for the population. Transboundary in nature,
threats from environmental distress extend beyond the sovereign jurisdiction of states, often
spilling over into traditional security concerns and impacting prospects of a consolidated

regional response.

Understanding the Landscape

Cradled between the Hindu Kush Himalaya (HKH) range and the low-lying deltas surrounded by
the vast Indian Ocean, South Asia's unique geography requires cross-border cooperation in
resource management, disaster risk reduction, and resilience building to effectively address the
growing challenges of climate vulnerabilities. The general idea of conflict, whether political or
territorial, often stems from the belief that entrenched patterns of disruption may obstruct
cooperation, allowing climate-induced pressures to intensify existing tensions. In this context,

essentials like water and food have attracted significant attention from many observers.



Transnational river systems, primarily the Indus, Ganges, and Brahmaputra originating from the
Tibetan plateau, link and cut through the borders of South Asian nations, and are considered
vital for the surrounding ecosystems. Projections indicate that glacier melt will initially increase
river flows until the mid-century, followed by a significant decline due to thinning glaciers.* This
change is expected to further impact agricultural needs during dry seasons and threaten food

security across the Indo-Gangetic plains.’

Water becomes an important subject within this background for symbiotic reasons concerning
developmental aims, resource scarcity, and disaster reduction and management. Within conflict
hotspots, this reality coupled with diverse interests presents unique sets of challenges. The
strain has been visible in the sharing of transboundary watersheds. Reports of discontent have
emerged in the past regarding the Teesta River, shared between India and Bangladesh due to
matters pertaining to water availability and development projects.® On the other side, along the
Brahmaputra River, which flows from China to India and Bangladesh, there is a focus on
competition over water infrastructure, with dam construction viewed as a measure to enhance
regional clout.” With no formal water-sharing mechanisms in place, in 2017, during the Doklam
crisis, hydrological information from Beijing to New Delhi was halted resuming only after
relations stabilized in 2018, even though Beijing denied any correlation between the events.?

The border situation in the region is tense and largely dictates state and public perceptions.

A 2023 study highlighted the growing downstream population and receding glaciers, suggesting
that these factors could “affect water availability and may lead to conflict over resources.”?
Afghanistan, which relies on glacier meltwater for agriculture and irrigation, presents an
example where resource constraints have hindered efforts to achieve peace. As the planet
warms, these tensions are likely to intensify, with increased risks of natural disasters and
displacement.’® It has also been involved in struggles with both Iran and Pakistan, on issues
concerning water rights and resource sharing, respectively.'* Even in countries like Nepal and
Bhutan, which are considered rich in water resources, the economy is fragile and serves to
further the scope of the nation’s vulnerabilities to climate change.' The region holds only "4
percent of the world’s renewable water," and inadequate water management has led to severe

drought incidents in various areas, even as demand for this resource continues to rise.”



Studies examining the connection between climate change and extremism have shown that
when the state fails, non-state actors often take advantage. Radicalization, stemming from
scarcity and natural calamities, amongst other factors, has been a problem in the
sub-continent.* This was evident in the aftermath of the 2010 Pakistan floods, when
Lashkar-e-Taiba used relief programs to bolster its legitimacy,’ and in India, where the Naxalites

escalated violence during draughts to address their own food insecurities.*

This section looks into these dynamics on two fronts: primarily, focusing on the Indus, looking
into the Indo-Pak border space fraught with military and political tensions, and a brief analysis
of the supposed integrated, open framework of the Nepal-India border. A concluding
sub-section will touch upon the migration-conflict debate when defining the evolving security

architecture of the region.
Conflict-prone Spaces — The Indus

The Indus passes through one of the most sensitive spaces in the sub-continent, Kashmir,
presenting an interesting illustration where despite acknowledging risks constituted by climate
change, years of mistrust and suspicion have halted sustainable cooperation between the
nations.'” The Indus basin—shared by India, China, Pakistan, and Afghanistan—feeds almost 16
million hectares of land for agriculture, and could face water scarcity owing to climate
change-related stressors.’® As per the 1960 Indus Water Treaty (IWT), the water is distributed
across six tributaries amongst which, the Ravi, Beas, and Sutlej are the Eastern rivers allocated
to India and the Western, i.e., Indus, Jhelum, and Chenab, to Pakistan.’® The document is a
crucial understanding between the nations, both in terms of national security and livelihood

requirements, since the resource has been heavily politicized.*

Volatile situations in Kashmir have previously resulted in numerous warnings issued by some
Indian leaders of damming the flow as retaliation for assaults on Indian bases.’’ As an
upper-riparian state, it is presumed that India is in an advantageous position, and a related
intrinsic fear grips Pakistan about the possibility that India may control river flows for its own
cause.”? Though the likelihood of India actually doing so has been disproved citing the

impossibility of river diversion,” narratives hold weight in international relations. There have



been incidents where right-wing and extremist leaders in Pakistan have used hostile rhetoric to
falsely accuse India of releasing floodwaters. They have referred to this as a "water bomb,"

suggesting that India manipulates water flows to retaliate against Pakistan during flood

seasons.?

Historically, tensions between Pakistan and India over water rights have been evident in

relation to the Indus Waters Treaty (IWT). This issue has resurfaced in a recent international
arbitration case regarding Pakistan's claims that India's hydro projects are affecting river flows

“y

crucial for its agriculture. In response, India has rejected the verdict, stating it is “in
contravention” of the treaty.”® As such, there have been discourses highlighting the necessity of
the treaty provisions being reviewed, assessing the climate induced impacts.”® While the
document has largely been touted as a success, some have pointed towards its dated approach
to the evolving problem, underlining that its effectiveness has been on the decline.”’ Though
the treaty has somewhat been upheld throughout several territorial tensions, resource
constraints due to climate stressors raise risks of conflict.”® The Indus is considered significant in
terms of human dependence, and changing precipitation patterns could bring “flash floods in
the north and increased droughts in the southern plains.”?’ As it stands, mentions of snowfall

decrease in 2024, within overall trends of glacier recession, carry potential risks for the

communities relying on the basins.*

As it stands, state relations between the two are perilous, and divided on ideological, religious,

and political grounds. Food and economic insecurity devolving from climate-induced disasters

can very well add to prevalent suspicions, leading to non-kinetic and kinetic scuffles.?* The strain
of both imagined and prevailing conflicts limit prospects for cooperation in these cases owing to

ingrained wariness and territorial sensitivities. The flash floods that devastated Pakistan in 2022,
labeled “climate carnage” by the UNSG Guterres, for example, had the country sounding out
alarms, and even then, it ignored New Delhi’s offer for humanitarian aid and assistance,
conditional on Islamabad’s request for the same.** While a water war may not be a definite

possibility, any unresolved disputes along these points have a chance of escalating the brewing

conflict paradigms.



Integrated Borders

Unlike the India-Pakistan border, the Nepal-India border has generally been viewed as an
exception in global state relations, characterized by openness. However, climate change has
rarely been addressed in high-level policy discussions between India and Nepal. Even during
recent bilateral talks on hydropower, the issue was conspicuously avoided.** The impact of
climate-related pressures along the open Nepal-India border provides multiple perspectives

that highlight existing sensitivities in their bilateral relations.

Koshi (Kosi), the “sorrow of Bihar”, flows through Nepal from the Tibetan plateau, across an
open border into eastern India, and acutely affects communities on both sides through

repeated flooding — gravely affecting lives and livelihoods during the monsoons. While local
communities have developed early warning systems, state-level processes are wanting.>* With

changed precipitation patterns, growing risks of Glacier Lake Outburst Floods (GLOFs), in part
due to climate change, coupled with general grievances between the bordering states, have led

to escalating crises® in infrastructural development and flood prevention.

Also, a commonly raised issue is the flood management system of the Koshi, and the concept of
India’s “hydro-hegemony”, which negatively impacts Nepali sentiments towards India.>*® The
perception in Nepal of an “unequal treaty”, referring to the Koshi Agreement of 1948%, is
widespread.?® However, discontent exists on both sides, with some emphasizing the political
unwillingness to revise agreements and the tendency of high-level officials to engage in blame

games.”
Emerging Climate Migration-Conflict Links

The climate-migration-conflict intersection is an emerging narrative within the region, gaining
significant traction, as island states like Maldives and Sri Lanka face a crisis almost existential in
nature. Likewise, low-lying river deltas in Bangladesh and India encounter difficulties from rising
sea levels, where saline waters would also affect arable lands and the supply of drinking water.*
A 2018 World Bank document predicted almost 35.7 million migrants, mostly internal by 2050,

emerging from South Asia, mainly from around the broader Gangetic plains, Bangladesh,

Delhi-Lahore corridor and Mumbai, and in-migration expected around the “southern Indian



highlands ... parts of Nepal, as well as northwestern India”.** The report further noted that in

the most optimistic, inclusive, scenario the number fell down to 21.1 million.*?

A study by the International Centre for Integrated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) in 2022
within Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Pakistan, stated that in climate-sensitive areas, migration
has mostly been gendered, and taken as a way to expand opportunities, managing disasters and
risks — an adaptation strategy.” However, when taken in the context of climate migration spiking
within the next few decades, tracking beyond nations’ capacities and policy formulations* the
issue gains a sense of urgency. The concept of “migration with dignity” regarding
climate-induced displacement had been propagated by some small island nations on
international platforms. How such trends develop within scholarly and policy contemplations in
the region will be interesting to observe, since climate migrants or climate refugees are not
recognized in global and regional mechanisms yet, but may soon be a category of migrants

requiring specific policy attention and regional collaboration.
Perceptions of Threat: Interests and Insecurities.

South Asia is a complex region, and even when historical ties have been flaunted, it has rarely
functioned as a cohesive entity in modern times, even without factoring in the interests of
external actors. Climate change acts as a catalyst in this context, influencing security concerns,
while regional geopolitics serves as the overarching reality. Insecurities in the region are
interconnected, but threats are shaped by shifting agendas, which is reflected in policies. While
states' varying abilities to handle climate challenges and negotiate interests play a role, political
intent remains a key factor in driving integrated climate action, especially amid existing tensions

in bilateral relationships.
As Jayaram notes, “local and national interests” gain over “mutual trust and interest,” although
certain states like Maldives and Bangladesh regard climate-induced risks as existential threats

and have stronger national policies.”” Such instances notwithstanding, there have been marked

tendencies to politicize resources in other cases. Furthermore, there is a distinct trust deficit,

especially within bilateral interactions in the region, and flaring tensions around conventional



fault lines, together with narratives surrounding the “hegemonic” status of India, add fuel to the

fire of bilateral threat perception.

The concept of the Global South often applies to South Asian states on global platforms,
particularly when discussing responsibility and climate justice, as seen during the Conference of
Parties. The focus on climate finance has become prominent in recent years, with special
attention given to the vulnerability of the Himalayas. However, when examining regional trends,
the finer details matter. Concerns have been raised that the climate crisis has not been fully
integrated into the development discourse, which has been securitized, leading to

transboundary rivers being viewed primarily through a state-centric lens.*

So, perceptions that define and disseminate the degree of threats appear fragmented, and
long-term regional integration remains a hefty goal. Unless active discussions prioritize the
collective risks of climate change and resource management in bilateral and regional
relations—while also addressing longstanding grievances and mitigating their negative
effects—regional dynamics will likely continue to reflect constructed threat perceptions driven

by shifting interests rather than urgent issues.
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