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Introduction 

Water is essential for human well-being and continued socio-economic development. Climate, poverty, 
hunger, health and finance are interconnected through water. The global demand for water is projected to 
increase by 55 per cent by 2050 as a result of the requirements of industry, energy production and 
domestic use.2   

China has 20 per cent of the world’s population but less than seven per cent of its freshwater resources; 
by 2030, it is predicted that China’s freshwater shortage will exceed its current annual consumption.3 
Faced with such shortages, countries typically have no choice but to make trade-off decisions in relation 
to usage, quality and quantity. Indeed, in order to maintain its economic growth, China has already done 
just that, particularly as a result of the depletion of a number of its aquifers and the serious pollution of 
other water sources.4   

In a 2013 report, the Asian Development Bank noted that growing economies, such as China’s and that of 
other emerging Asian countries, experience the paradoxical trade-off decision of:  

[N]eeding to boost food, industrial and energy production with a decreasing per capita availability of 
water … partly because the natural resources are limited and partly because of the persistent use of 
environmentally debilitating modes of production in the region, including over extraction and/or 
pollution of basic resources.5  

China’s economic growth cannot be sustained without water security. Water security is defined as ‘the 
availability of an acceptable quantity and quality of water for health, livelihoods, ecosystems and 
production, coupled with an acceptable level of water related risks to people, environments and 
economies’.6 The nexus between water security and socio-economic requirements is contained in the 
definition of comprehensive security; namely that ‘a nation’s security is no longer the traditional “national 
defense” (military security) but has economic, environment and human dimensions’ as well.7  

This article contends that in the next ten years, China’s water security requirements have significant 
potential to impact on stability in the region, broadly defined as the Indo-Pacific.8 To support this 
contention, it will demonstrate why water security is a strategic security issue for China, analyse China’s 
responses to its water security requirements, and highlight the implications for the region of actions 
already undertaken by China, particularly in relation to India and countries on the Mekong River. It 
concludes by offering some options to reduce tensions that otherwise may result in regional instability.  

Water is a strategic issue for China 

China’s water resources are unevenly distributed. The north of China is considered China’s ‘breadbasket’, 
with 64 per cent of its land under cultivation. However, this area has insufficient and variable rainfall, 
with only 19 per cent of the country’s water resources, while the south of the country often experiences 
serious flooding.9 China’s population is predicted to continue to grow until 2030, peaking at 1.5 billion, 
which will place further demand on its water resources.  

Coupled with this, China faces issues associated with urbanisation, including a diminishing workforce in 
its agricultural sector and a reduction of available arable land, resulting in increased reliance on food 
imports. The agricultural sector remains a significant user of water, with the north of China reliant on 
depleting aquifers or on water provided by diversionary projects. In addition, 40 per cent of China’s 
freshwater rivers are seriously polluted, with 20 per cent containing water too polluted for human 
consumption.10   
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The availability and quality of water is seriously impacting the Chinese economy, with the UN estimating 
that in 2005 China experienced ‘an annual loss of $28 billion in industrial output’.11 The World Bank 
similarly estimated in 2009 that these issues were costing China 2.3 per cent of its national GDP,12 while 
another report contended that the quantity and quality of water in China posed a threat to ‘food security, 
poverty reduction and future ecological sustainability’.13   

For its part, China has acknowledged the importance of water security as a continued requirement for 
economic growth, illustrated through the introduction in 2002 of China’s Water Law, which was enacted: 

[F]or the purposes of rationally developing, utilizing, conserving and protecting water resources, 
preventing and controlling water disasters, bringing about sustainable utilization of water resources and 
meeting the need of national economic and social development.14  

Water security will increasingly be a strategic, socio-economic challenge for China, particularly over the 
next ten years, as population growth peaks and there are increased domestic demands for the economy to 
be sustainable. Fortunately, China has a geographical advantage in that almost all of the major rivers of 
Asia originate in glacial run-off from the Chinese-controlled Tibetan Plateau. The Yangtze and Yellow 
Rivers flow into China, the Mekong River flows to Thailand, Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia, the Salween 
and Irrawaddy Rivers to Myanmar, and the Brahmaputra and the Sutlej Rivers to India, Pakistan and 
Bangladesh. 

However, while these rivers originate in China, they are considered ‘trans-boundary’ water resources, 
that is, ‘freshwater (surface and groundwater) that flows across national or sub-national boundaries’.15 
To add further complexity to the water security issue, climate change is impacting the glaciers of the 
Tibetan plateau, and the longevity of glacial melts, as a source of water, is problematic.16 Therefore, any 
action that China takes on trans-boundary rivers, for its national water security requirements, will have 
significant consequences in relation to the availability and future sustainability for downstream 
countries. It is this issue that makes China’s water security requirements a strategic issue for the region. 

China’s development projects 

China has undertaken significant infrastructure development in relation to water resources, 
demonstrating its intent to achieve water security, particularly for energy, irrigation and mineral 
resource extraction.17 In a number of cases, however, it would seem that China’s actions in relation to 
trans-boundary rivers have occurred with little transparency and inadequate consultation with 
neighbouring countries.18  

In particular, China has invested in significant damming and water diversion projects. For example, it has 
built the well-known Three Gorges Dam on the Yangtze River, undertaken a major water transfer project 
to divert 44.8 km3 of water from the south of China to the north at a cost of US$40-60 billion, has plans to 
build three major dams on the Brahmaputra River, and has already built three of 15 planned 
hydroelectric dams along the Mekong River.19 Prior to 1949, China had 22 dams—today, the total number 
is estimated at +90,000.20  

China’s water diversion projects often have significant adverse impact on downstream countries and 
consequently impact on state-to-state relations. During the period 2000-2005, for example, India 
experienced the physical effects of China having built upstream dams, with a number of floods in 
Himachal Pradesh and Arunachal Pradesh the result of unexpected upstream dam water releases. China 
provided no prior notification to India of the releases, precluding the implementation of flood mitigation 
measures. The breach of China’s Yiong Dam on the Sutlej River in mid 2005, for example, resulted in 
35,000 homeless people and 26 dead.21   

In 2006, India raised with China the lack of notification of dam breaches, seeking more transparency in 
environmental impacts and risk assessments.22 However, Chinese officials were reportedly only prepared 
to discuss hydrological data, and were not willing to enter into any water sharing or dam construction 
agreements. So, despite the significant social impact of the floods, India’s diplomatic actions to redress 
these issues had limited effect.   
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Furthermore, China has already built one dam on the Brahmaputra River, and has plans to build an 
additional three, which collectively will have considerable ramifications for India over the next ten 
years.23 The Brahmaputra is a significant water source for India, and it is estimated that the current and 
planned Chinese dams will result in ‘[a fall of] as much as 60 per cent of the total water flow … [and] that 
fifteen to twenty small and medium rivers dependent on the Brahmaputra will die if China’s plan 
succeeds’.24 

India faces similar population growth, urbanisation, energy demand and economic challenges to China.25 
Therefore, with both India and China relying on the same water source, and China already acting 
unilaterally, further and heightened competition for water resources seems inevitable. Moreover, such 
competition may well exacerbate a number of geopolitical issues that already exist between China and 
India, particularly in the Arunachal Pradesh region, in turn increasing the likelihood of regional 
instability. 

Elsewhere, China’s actions are being replicated on the Mekong River, with significant potential impact on 
Cambodia and Vietnam, and the estimated 60 million people who live in the lower Mekong Basin, where:  

[T]he river is essential for drinking water, food, irrigation, hydropower, transportation and commerce.  
Nearly 2% of the total world catch and 20% of all fish caught from inland waters of the world are 
produced in the lower Mekong fisheries. Nearly half of Cambodia’s people rely on the Mekong River, and 
the delta supports more than half of Vietnam’s rice production and one third of Vietnam’s GDP.26  

Therefore, any water diversion of the Mekong River has the potential to impact the livelihood of a 
substantial proportion of the population, as well as the economy, of several countries. It is China’s 
approach to the management of trans-boundary rivers, often at the expense of other stakeholders, which 
clearly has considerable capacity to exacerbate existing geopolitical suspicion and tension, and impact 
regional instability.  

To date, China has not signed any international water treaties, nor joined the Mekong River 
Commission—established by Cambodia, Laos, Thailand and Vietnam in 1995—despite the significance of 
the Mekong River to the livelihood of downstream countries.27 The Commission was designed as a forum 
to ‘promote and coordinate sustainable management and development of water and related resources for 
the countries’ mutual benefit and the people’s well being’ between the member countries.28 Furthermore, 
China was one of only three countries that voted against the 1997 UN Convention of Non Navigational Use 
of International Waterways, a universal treaty on the management of freshwater resources.29  

Instead, China takes a sovereign or unilateral approach to water security, asserting the right of states to 
harness the potential of national resources, while rejecting the notion that states have the right not to be 
adversely affected in their development potential by the activities of upstream riparian countries.30  

Nevertheless, there have been some minor concessions in China’s behaviour. China attended its first 
Mekong River Commission summit in 2010 and signed a memorandum of understanding with the 
Commission on the provision of hydrological data from Yunnan province, aimed at preventing the loss of 
life during the flood season.31 However, China’s preference, at least in relation to the Mekong River, seems 
to be bilateral economic and energy deals with individual countries,32 which largely undermines the 
Mekong River Commission as an effective water management forum.  

More broadly, China has proposed further dialogue and partnership through ASEAN-China Free Trade 
Agreement collaboration on issues such as ‘environmental impact assessments … and joint work on 
regional natural disaster reduction capacity building’.33 However, to date, the dialogue has related to 
information sharing about hydrological data and environment information, and does not extend to 
agreements, treaties or cooperation on water quality or quantity issues, reinforcing China’s unilateral 
approach to water security.  

So is conflict likely? 

While China’s unilateral actions and lack of transparency over the use of trans-boundary river sources 
may contribute to regional instability, no modern state has ever declared war on another solely over 
water. A 2014 report from the UK Ministry of Defence, however, has highlighted the increased potential 
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globally for confrontation over shared water resources,34 while another report, based on a study of 
almost 2000 water-sharing arrangements in the period 1948 to 1999, showed that 28 per cent resulted in 
conflict, while two-thirds featured ongoing cooperation.35   

The historical evidence, therefore, would suggest that water-sharing arrangements, either through 
treaties or dialogue, have a useful role in reducing the likelihood of confrontation. An example of a water 
treaty that has enabled cooperation and withstood geopolitical state conflict is the Indus Waters Treaty, 
brokered by the World Bank between India and Pakistan.36 India also has water-sharing arrangements 
with Nepal, Bhutan and Bangladesh. While these arrangements may favour India, it can be argued that the 
existence of the arrangements is ‘conducive to stability rather than conflict’.37 

An alternative perspective is that China can be regarded as a ‘hydro hegemon’, and that ‘its position in the 
trans-boundary river systems and its potential for water resource exploitation … prevents war … because 
non-hegemonic states usually comply with the order preferred by the hegemon’.38 However, examples 
such as the Indus Water Treaty demonstrate that water treaties can provide a practical and rational legal 
framework for resolving disputes, even when they involve a regional hegemon such as India. Contrarily, 
the absence of such agreements or institutional forums for resolving disputes typically creates an 
environment of uncertainty and contributes to existing geopolitical regional instability.  

Therefore, even though no physical conflict over water has occurred between China and India or 
countries in the Mekong River basin, it is assessed that it is likely, within the next decade or so, to become 
a source for potential conflict, particularly as water becomes an increasingly scarce and valuable 
resource. As asserted by Uttam Sinha: 

[T]he absence of a cooperative arrangement in most Asian trans-national basins is making trans-
boundary water competition a major security risk…. Institutionalized cooperation … is needed in order to 
underpin strategic stability, protect continued economic growth and promote environmental 
sustainability.39 

The way forward 

Because water security is a potential future source of conflict, the region should work towards achieving a 
trans-boundary rivers management framework. Potentially, this could occur through security dialogue 
discussions at either the East Asia Summit or the Shangri La Dialogue (conducted regionally under the 
auspices of the UK-based International Institute for Strategic Studies).  

Any dialogue would need to develop a framework covering dispute-resolution mechanisms, and 
principles for sustainable development, cooperation and transparency to reduce the likelihood for 
conflict. Moreover, rather than considering trans-boundary rivers as sovereign resources, any framework 
should also consider the rivers through a regional lens, which would require a multilateral approach 
involving input and collaboration between all countries through which the rivers flow.  

While China in particular may well be wary of involving non-regional parties, especially the US, the US 
Agency for International Development has particular expertise in similar issues, and would be well suited 
to join with the Mekong River Commission in joint planning and the development of sustainable 
management practices.40 As asserted by a UN report in 2006: 

Water is not a zero sum game…. Two overarching challenges define trans-boundary water governance 
strategies…. The first is to move beyond inward-looking national strategies and unilateral action to 
shared strategies for multilateral cooperation…. The second is to put human development at the centre of 
trans-boundary cooperation and governance.41 

Furthermore, it could be expected that in the years ahead, continuing research and investment in new 
technologies will be able to deliver alternative water sources through mechanisms such as desalination, 
at reduced cost of production, which could provide alternatives to trans-boundary river damming or 
diversions, and assist with water security challenges.42   
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Conclusion 

Water security is a strategic issue and a critical element of national security. It has been argued in this 
article that water security will increasingly become a key issue for countries of the Indo-Pacific region, 
both because it has the potential to contribute to already existing geopolitical tensions and as a potential 
source of conflict in its own right.   

Of particular concern is that China’s water security requirements will increasingly impact on the region, 
specifically with India and countries of the Mekong River basin over the next decade. China’s unilateral 
approach to trans-boundary rivers, its lack of transparency over its future plans, and the absence of water 
treaties contribute to regional instability. Furthermore, China’s behaviour, as the ‘thirsty dragon’ of the 
region, creates an environment of uncertainty and water resource competition. This, combined with the 
physical effects of water diversions and damming, has the potential to exacerbate geopolitical issues 
within the region.    

Although water security is a potential source of conflict and can cause regional instability, it has also been 
argued that history would suggest that modern states do not engage in conflict over water alone. 
However, in the next ten years, water security will be further compounded because of population growth 
in the region and the uncertain impact of climate change on glacial activity in the Tibetan Plateau as a 
source of water.   

To mitigate water security as a potential source of regional conflict, the article has argued that countries 
should work together, either through the East Asia Summit or Shangri La Dialogue, to create a multilateral 
river basin management water treaty and share technological solutions for alternative methods of 
achieving water security. Such an approach would require China to review its current unilateral approach 
to trans-boundary water resources. And it may require the involvement of non-regional states, with 
expertise in such issues, to help facilitate the strategic dialogue. 
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