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Impact of Water Disputes on Pakistan, India, and Afghanistan Relations 

Water disputes among Pakistan, India, and Afghanistan significantly affect their bilateral and regional 

relations. These disputes are deeply intertwined with historical grievances, political tensions, and the 

strategic importance of shared river systems. The strained water relationships exacerbate existing conflicts 

and undermine regional cooperation. 

1. Pakistan-India Relations: The Indus Waters Treaty and Beyond 

Geopolitical Tensions: 

• Weaponization of Water: India and Pakistan accuse each other of using water as a political 

weapon. For Pakistan, India’s upstream dams on Western Rivers are perceived as a threat 

to its water security, which is critical for agriculture. 

• Surgical Strikes and Water Rhetoric: After events like the Pulwama attack (2019), Indian 

leaders have hinted at withdrawing from or renegotiating the Indus Waters Treaty (IWT), 

further escalating tensions. 

Economic Impacts: 

• Pakistan’s agricultural economy is heavily reliant on the Indus Basin. Any disruption in 

water flow caused by Indian projects like the Kishanganga Dam raises concerns about 

reduced water supply, crop failures, and economic instability in Pakistan. 

• India’s focus on hydropower projects in Jammu & Kashmir aims to meet its energy needs 

but also positions the country as a dominant force controlling downstream water flow. 

Trust Deficit: 

The disputes over dams and treaty violations deepen mistrust: 

• India believes Pakistan exaggerates technical disputes for international sympathy. 

• Pakistan fears that India’s projects are aimed at manipulating water flow during critical 

agricultural periods. 

Global Mediation: 

The involvement of the World Bank and other international mediators reflects the global implications of 

these disputes but also shows the inability of the two nations to resolve issues bilaterally. 

2. Pakistan-Afghanistan Relations: Kabul River Basin Disputes: 

Afghanistan’s Development Plans: 

• Afghanistan has announced plans to construct dams on the Kabul River, such as the 

Shahtoot Dam, with financial and technical support from India. 

• These projects threaten to reduce the flow of water into Pakistan, particularly affecting 

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab, regions dependent on the Kabul River. 

Pakistan’s Concerns: 

• Reduced water inflow from Afghanistan could exacerbate Pakistan’s existing water 

scarcity issues, which are worsened by climate change. 

• Pakistan views Indian involvement in Afghan dam projects as an effort to encircle it 

geopolitically and exert control over its water supply. 

Strained Bilateral Relations: 

• Water disputes have added another layer to the historically fraught Pakistan-Afghanistan 

relationship, marked by disputes over the Durand Line and cross-border militancy. 

• These tensions hinder cooperation on broader issues like regional stability and counter-

terrorism. 

3. India-Afghanistan Relations: Strategic Cooperation on Water 
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India’s Role in Afghan Dams: 

• India’s investments in Afghan water infrastructure, including the Salma Dam (Afghan-

India Friendship Dam), are viewed as efforts to strengthen ties with Afghanistan and 

counter Pakistan’s influence. 

• These projects not only support Afghanistan’s development but also serve India’s strategic 

interest in reducing Pakistan’s water inflow. 

Impact on Regional Relations: 

• India-Afghanistan cooperation on water creates a trilateral conflict dynamic, as Pakistan 

perceives these projects as hostile actions. 

• While India-Afghanistan relations are strengthened, they add to regional polarization, with 

Pakistan increasingly isolated in water-related disputes. 

4. Broader Regional Implications 

Increased Hostility: 

• The inability to resolve water disputes perpetuates hostility between the nations. This 

hostility extends to other issues like terrorism, border disputes, and trade. 

• Mismanagement of water disputes risks escalating into broader conflicts, particularly 

during periods of drought or water shortages. 

Obstruction of Regional Cooperation: 

• Water disputes hinder initiatives like the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 

(SAARC), preventing the development of a unified approach to regional water 

management. 

• Shared rivers could be a basis for cooperation, but political mistrust and strategic rivalries 

dominate, preventing meaningful dialogue. 

 

Climate Change Exacerbation: 

• Climate change has increased the frequency of floods and droughts in the region, putting 

additional stress on shared river systems. 

• Lack of regional coordination to address these challenges further aggravates relations, with 

nations blaming each other for water mismanagement. 

Conclusion: 

Water disputes among Pakistan, India, and Afghanistan significantly strain their relationships by deepening 

mistrust, escalating geopolitical tensions, and obstructing regional cooperation. While water issues could 

serve as a basis for collaboration, entrenched political rivalries and competing national interests prevent 

meaningful resolution. Addressing these disputes requires multilateral engagement, modernizing treaties 

like the Indus Waters Treaty, and fostering trust among the nations to avoid further deterioration in relations. 

 

 

 

 

 


