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he United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) remains
the apex global forum for multilateral discussion on climate change. Among itsT

biggest achievements to date is the landmark Paris Agreement —a global treaty to limit
greenhouse gases in order to stay within set temperature limits. However, given the
complexity of multilateral discussion and the slow pace of progress of the UNFCCC,
there is an urgent need to strengthen regional efforts on climate change. This article
argues that countries in South Asia have a lot to gain by carving out a regional approach
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AbstractAbstractAbstractAbstractAbstract

Countries in South Asia are active participants in global multilateral processes
aimed at addressing climate change, the United Nations Framework Convention
on Climate Change (UNFCCC) in particular. As part of their commitments to the
UNFCCC process, these countries have set out national targets for greenhouse
gas emission reduction and decarbonisation. However, there is as yet a lack of
collective efforts at the regional level. Given South Asia’s vulnerability to climate
change, the region has a lot to gain by carving out a regional approach to
address its multi-faceted impacts. Reviving a neglected regional agenda such as
climate change can help address the inevitable cross-border environmental as
well as humanitarian crises and reset the much needed regional multilateralism
in the process.
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to address climate change and its impacts. The region is one of the most vulnerable  in
the world to the impact of climate change, and extreme weather events. Reviving a
neglected regional agenda such as climate change can help address cross-border
environmental as well as humanitarian crises and reset the much needed regional
multilateralism in the process. Going forward, collective action on climate change in
South Asia should focus on the following: a) Institute regional framework for
Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Response (HADR); b) Advance effective
cooperation on transboundary-rivers; c) Advance credible scientific assessment of
glaciers in the Hindu Kush-Himalaya; and d) Prepare legal framework for dealing with
climate-induced migration.

A Collective Action ProblemA Collective Action ProblemA Collective Action ProblemA Collective Action ProblemA Collective Action Problem

Climate change is a global problem that is caused by the burning of fossil fuels in
every country of the world. It is also a deeply individually sourced problem to which
virtually everyone contributes. Addressing climate change therefore requires a truly
collective action and such action can be achieved only through multilateralism. The United
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), an intergovernmental
treaty that was signed in 1992 during the United Nations Conference on Environment
and Development (also known as the Rio Conference or the Earth Summit) in Brazil, is
the most important multilateral forum for global action on climate change. The
convention, which entered into force in 1994, called for stabilizing greenhouse gas
concentrations “at a level that would prevent dangerous anthropogenic (human induced)
interference with the climate system.”1 The 198 countries that have ratified the
convention are called “Parties to the Convention.” An annual Conference of the Parties,
also known as the COP, has been held annually since 1995. The COP is the apex decision-
making body and it has produced landmark international climate agreements such as
the Kyoto Protocol and the Paris Agreement.

 The Kyoto Protocol was adopted on  December 11, 1997 during the Third Session
of the COP (COP3) in Kyoto, Japan. It was the first international climate treaty to
mandate country-by-country reductions in greenhouse gas emissions. Critically, it
mandated developed countries to reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by five percent
compared to 1990 levels by 2008-2012 and 18 percent compared to 1990 levels by
2013-2020.2 However, the world’s biggest emitter of greenhouse gases at the time, the
US, refused to ratify the protocol. The Kyoto Protocol eventually came into force in
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2005, but by then, it was largely irrelevant. Eventually, both developed and developing
countries agreed for the first time to limit greenhouse gases during the 21st Session of
the COP (COP21) that was held in Paris, France, in 2015. The resulting Paris Agreement
aimed to hold “the increase in the global average temperature to well below 2°C above
pre-industrial levels” and pursue efforts “to limit the temperature increase to 1.5°C
above pre-industrial levels” by the end of this century.3 It was adopted by 196 Parties
on December 12, 2015 and entered into force on November 4, 2016. The adoption of
the Paris Agreement and its rapid entry into force marked a new milestone in the
history of climate multilateralism.

Since then 1.5°C has been  considered a critical threshold beyond which the impact
of climate change would intensify. As such, it became the primary focus of international
climate action. Limiting global average temperature at that level requires a 50 percent
reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030 and reaching net zero by 2050. Net
zero means cutting greenhouse gas emissions to as close to zero as possible. In an
effort to achieve this, countries worldwide have each formulated their Nationally
Determined Contributions (NDCs), a key
requirement of the Paris Agreement. NDCs are
national plans containing targets on emission
cuts, usually pegged to 2030 and some details
on how they will be met, and they are required
to be submitted to the UNFCCC every five
years. Submission of the first round of NDCs
took place in 2015 ahead of and during COP21
in Paris. The second round of new or updated
NDCs was submitted in 2021 ahead of and during COP26 in Glasgow. A number of
countries have included a target for net zero emissions in their new or updated NDCs.
In all, around 140 countries, covering close to 90 percent of global emissions, have
announced or are considering net zero targets as of November 2022.4

Despite these efforts, global greenhouse gas emissions have not receded. The World
Meteorological Organization (WMO), a specialized agency of the United Nations, found
that the atmospheric concentrations of the three main greenhouse gases – carbon dioxide,
methane, and nitrous oxide – had reached record highs in 2021.5 The concentration of
carbon dioxide reached 415.7 ± 0.2 parts per million (ppm) or 149 percent of pre-

The World MeteorologicalThe World MeteorologicalThe World MeteorologicalThe World MeteorologicalThe World Meteorological
Organization (WMO)Organization (WMO)Organization (WMO)Organization (WMO)Organization (WMO)
found that the atmosphericfound that the atmosphericfound that the atmosphericfound that the atmosphericfound that the atmospheric
concentrations of the threeconcentrations of the threeconcentrations of the threeconcentrations of the threeconcentrations of the three
main greenhouse gases –main greenhouse gases –main greenhouse gases –main greenhouse gases –main greenhouse gases –
carbon dioxide, methane, andcarbon dioxide, methane, andcarbon dioxide, methane, andcarbon dioxide, methane, andcarbon dioxide, methane, and
nitrous oxide – had reachednitrous oxide – had reachednitrous oxide – had reachednitrous oxide – had reachednitrous oxide – had reached
record highs in 2021.record highs in 2021.record highs in 2021.record highs in 2021.record highs in 2021.
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industrial (1750) levels. The concentration of methane, a greenhouse gas that is more
than 25 times more potent than carbon dioxide at trapping heat in the atmosphere,
reached 1,908 ± 2 parts per billion (ppb) or 262 percent of pre-industrial levels. That
was the largest increase in methane concentration ever recorded in history. Meanwhile,
the concentration of nitrous oxide, another greenhouse gas that is more potent than
carbon dioxide, reached 334.5 ± 0.1 ppb or 124 percent of pre-industrial levels. The
WMO further observed that the global average temperature reached 1.15°C above the
1850-1900 average in 2022. Thus the 1.5°C temperature threshold is now perilously
close to being breached. A 2022 report by the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP) underlined the daunting tasks ahead. It observed that even if current pledges
for action by 2030 are delivered in full, global average temperature would rise by 2.5°C
by the end of this century.6 And if the long-term
pledges by countries to hit net zero emissions by 2050
were delivered, global temperature would still rise
by 1.8°C. The only way forward then is to go beyond
what has already been pledged. In other words, more
drastic emissions reduction is needed. Even in the face
of this, the 27th Session of the COP (COP27) that was
held in Sharm el-Sheikh, Egypt, from 6-27 November
2022, failed to secure stronger emissions reduction pledges. In fact, a proposal by India
to phase down all fossil fuels failed to find a mention in the final outcome document.
COP27, therefore can be deemed a failure, although it did secure an agreement to
establish and operationalise a new loss and damage fund.

The Case for Collective Action in South AsiaThe Case for Collective Action in South AsiaThe Case for Collective Action in South AsiaThe Case for Collective Action in South AsiaThe Case for Collective Action in South Asia

Countries in South Asia are enthusiastic participants in the UNFCCC process. Not
only are they parties to all the key international treaties and conventions, they have
also made national pledges for emissions reduction both for the short-term, i.e., 2030,
as well as the long-term net zero emissions (See Table 1). However, given the slow
pace of emission reduction globally, these efforts may not be enough to ward off the
escalating impact of climate change in the region. It is, therefore, imperative that countries
in the region  strengthen regional cooperation to collectively tackle the escalating impact
of climate change.
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Table 1: Commitments of Countries in South Asia
C o u n t r i e sC o u n t r i e sC o u n t r i e sC o u n t r i e sC o u n t r i e s Short-term pledges for action (by 2030)Short-term pledges for action (by 2030)Short-term pledges for action (by 2030)Short-term pledges for action (by 2030)Short-term pledges for action (by 2030) L o n g - t e r mL o n g - t e r mL o n g - t e r mL o n g - t e r mL o n g - t e r m

pledges forpledges forpledges forpledges forpledges for
a c t i o na c t i o na c t i o na c t i o na c t i o n

(net zero(net zero(net zero(net zero(net zero
e m i s s i o n s )e m i s s i o n s )e m i s s i o n s )e m i s s i o n s )e m i s s i o n s )

Afghanis tanAfghanis tanAfghanis tanAfghanis tanAfghanis tan  13.6% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030. No commitment

Bang ladeshBang ladeshBang ladeshBang ladeshBang ladesh  21.85% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030. No commitment
 96.1% emissions reduction from energy sector.
 1.16% emissions reduction from agriculture and livestock, forestry.
 2.74% emissions reduction from municipal solid waste and

wastewater.
B h u t a nB h u t a nB h u t a nB h u t a nB h u t a n  Currently carbon negative (it is the first country in the Net zero by 2030

world to reach carbon neutrality and carbon negative).
 Maintain 436 million tonnes of forest carbon stock

outside protected area system.
 50% of total land area to be protected area.

I n d i aI n d i aI n d i aI n d i aI n d i a  50% cumulative electric power installed capacity to be Net zero by 2070
derived from non-fossil fuel-based energy resources by 2030.

 45% reduction in emissions intensity of GDP by 2030.
 Creation of additional carbon sinks of 2.5 to 3 billion tonnes

of CO2 equivalent through additional forest and tree cover.

M a l d i v e sM a l d i v e sM a l d i v e sM a l d i v e sM a l d i v e s  26% reduction of emissions by 2030. Net-zero by 2030

NepalNepalNepalNepalNepal  15% of total energy demand to be derived from clean energy Net zero by 2045
sources by 2030.

 45% forest cover by 2030.

P a k i s t a nP a k i s t a nP a k i s t a nP a k i s t a nP a k i s t a n  60% of total energy demand to be derived from clean energy No commitment
sources by 2030.

 50% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030.
 30% electric vehicles by 2030.

 Complete ban on imported coal.

Sri LankaSri LankaSri LankaSri LankaSri Lanka  70% of total energy demand to be derived from renewable Net zero by 2050
sources by 2030.

 14.5% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2030.

 32% increase in forest cover by 2030.

Source: Compiled by the author
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South Asia is one of the most vulnerable regions  to the impact of extreme weather
events. Extreme weather events are “weather phenomena that are at the extremes of
the historical distribution and are rare for a particular place and/or time, especially

South Asia is one of theSouth Asia is one of theSouth Asia is one of theSouth Asia is one of theSouth Asia is one of the
most vulnerable regionsmost vulnerable regionsmost vulnerable regionsmost vulnerable regionsmost vulnerable regions
to the impact of extremeto the impact of extremeto the impact of extremeto the impact of extremeto the impact of extreme
weather events.weather events.weather events.weather events.weather events.

severe or unseasonal weather.”7 It includes heat
waves, floods, tropical cyclones, tropical storms, etc.
These extreme weather events are abrupt,  have an
immediate impact, and are highly visible. Not
surprisingly, they are considered to be the “day-to-
day face” of climate change.8 While extreme weather events are a natural feature of the
climate system, their frequency, intensity, and impacts have worsened as global
temperature rises. According to the Climate Risk Index 2021, an annual publication of a
German think tank that analyses the extent to which countries have been affected by
the impacts of extreme weather events, the majority of countries in South Asia were
ranked within the top 20 most affected countries in the world in 2019 ( See Table 2). In
fact, the majority of countries in the region were ranked within the top 20 most affected
countries from 2000-2019 (See Table 3).

Table 2: Climate Risk Index for 20199

Most affectedMost affectedMost affectedMost affectedMost affected CRI RankCRI RankCRI RankCRI RankCRI Rank Fatalities in 2019Fatalities in 2019Fatalities in 2019Fatalities in 2019Fatalities in 2019 Losses in millionLosses in millionLosses in millionLosses in millionLosses in million Losses per unitLosses per unitLosses per unitLosses per unitLosses per unit
country incountry incountry incountry incountry in (Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank) US$ (PPP)US$ (PPP)US$ (PPP)US$ (PPP)US$ (PPP)  GDP in % GDP in % GDP in % GDP in % GDP in %

2 0 1 92 0 1 92 0 1 92 0 1 92 0 1 9 (Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank) (Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)

Afghanistan 6 11 33 15

India 7 1 1 13

Nepal 12 10 42 27

Bangladesh 13 7 20 28

Pakistan 15 8 14 25

Sri Lanka 30 33 48 61

Maldives 111 106 114 76

Bhutan 130 106 130 130
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South Asia’s vulnerability to extreme weather events was clearer than ever in
2022. For example, in March of that year, north-western India and eastern part of
Pakistan were struck by an unusually early, intense, and prolonged heat wave. As a result,
India recorded its hottest-ever March and April since records began to be kept in 1901.
Also, by May, large parts of India recorded temperatures between 45°C and 50°C. Similar
trends were also observed in Pakistan. The record-breaking heat wave was estimated to
have led to at least 90 deaths across both countries. It also reduced India’s wheat crop
yields. A shortage of coal further led to power outages in the country and  limited access to
cooling. The heat wave  triggered an extreme Glacial Lake Outburst Flood (GLOF) in northern
Pakistan, destroying homes, hydropower plants, and bridges. It also triggered forest fires in
India. Scientists have projected that parts of South Asia, northern India in particular, may
soon become the region of the worst heat waves on the planet after the Persian Gulf.11

However, the impact of extreme heat in South Asia could be vastly more severe. This is
because the highest concentrations of heat in the Persian Gulf would be out over the waters
of the Gulf itself, with lesser levels over inhabited land. But in South Asia, the highest
concentrations of heat would be over densely populated land.

Then, from mid-June until the end of August last year, Pakistan was struck by an
apocalyptic flood caused by record-breaking monsoonal rainfall. The flood submerged
over 30 percent of the country’s territory.12 In all, more than 33 million people were

Table 3: Climate Risk Index for 2000-201910

Most affectedMost affectedMost affectedMost affectedMost affected CRI RankCRI RankCRI RankCRI RankCRI Rank Average fatalitiesAverage fatalitiesAverage fatalitiesAverage fatalitiesAverage fatalities Average losses inAverage losses inAverage losses inAverage losses inAverage losses in Average lossesAverage lossesAverage lossesAverage lossesAverage losses
country ,country ,country ,country ,country , 2 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 92 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 92 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 92 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 92 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 9 million US$million US$million US$million US$million US$  per unit GDP in per unit GDP in per unit GDP in per unit GDP in per unit GDP in

2 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 92 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 92 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 92 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 92 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 9 (Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank) (PPP) 2000-2019(PPP) 2000-2019(PPP) 2000-2019(PPP) 2000-2019(PPP) 2000-2019 % 2000-2019% 2000-2019% 2000-2019% 2000-2019% 2000-2019
(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank) (Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)(Rank)

Bangladesh 7 9 13 37

Pakistan 8 11 7 33

Nepal 10 16 56 40

Afghanistan 17 12 75 56

India 20 3 2 52

Sri Lanka 23 35 28 45

Bhutan 105 131 154 90

Maldives 174 172 171 157
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affected and 1,500 died. The flood also destroyed 1.7 million homes, 6,700 kilometers
of road, 269 bridges, and 1,460 health facilities. Around 18,000 square kilometers of
cropland were also ruined, including roughly 45 percent of the cotton crop – one of
Pakistan’s key exports. In all, total damages are estimated to exceed USD 14.9 billion.13

Total economic losses in turn were estimated at USD 15.2 billion. It is important to note
that floods are a recurrent phenomenon in mainland South Asia, and they are the single
most frequent disaster faced by countries of the region.

Beyond these sudden-onset events, South Asia is also threatened by slow-onset
events that occur over the course of a prolonged period of months to years. Consider,
for example, sea level rise. It is caused by a combination of melted water from glaciers
and ice sheets, and the thermal expansion of seawater as it warms. The global mean sea
level has risen by about 8-9 inches since 1880. By 2100, it was projected to rise by at
least 12 inches. According to India’s Ministry of Earth Sciences (MoES), the North Indian
Ocean has risen by 0.04-0.06 inch per year during 1874-2004 but has accelerated to
0.12 inch per year during 1993-2017.14 Sea level rise threatens South Asia’s long and
heavily populated coastlines. Countries like the Maldives are especially vulnerable to it.
With no ground surface higher than 9.9 feet (3 meters) and 80 percent of the land area
lying below 3.3 feet (1 meter) above average sea level, the Maldives is the flattest and
the lowest-lying country on Earth.15 Sea levels and coastal erosion, therefore, pose a
grave threat to its very existence. Thus, sea-level rise could trigger large-scale migration
in South Asia, with ripple effects across borders. It could also lead to saline water
intrusion, threatening drinking water supply, agriculture, and aquaculture.

 Another slow-onset event that could have a devastating impact in South Asia is
the melting of glaciers of the Hindu Kush and the Himalaya. The Hindu Kush-Himalaya
extends over 3,500 kilometers across eight countries, namely Afghanistan, Pakistan,
India, Nepal, Bhutan, China, Bangladesh, and Myanmar. In all, the region contains an
estimated 54,000 glaciers.16 This is the largest concentration of glaciers in the world
after the Arctic and the Antarctic. As a result, the Hindu Kush-Himalaya is also referred
to as “the third pole.” The Tibetan Plateau in Southwest China contains the largest
concentration of glaciers in the Hindu Kush-Himalaya, about 46,000 or 14.5 percent of
the global total.17 The glaciers of the Hindu Kush-Himalaya, those located in the Tibetan
Plateau in particular, are the source of ten of Asia’s largest rivers, namely Amu Darya,
Brahmaputra, Ganges, Indus, Irrawaddy, Mekong, Salween, Tarim, Yangtze, and Yellow.
As a result, the Hindu Kush-Himalaya is aptly referred to as Asia’s “water tower.” An
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estimated 1.9 billion people living in the mountains and downstream benefitted directly
and indirectly from the rivers that originated from the Hindu Kush-Himalaya.

Glaciers of the Hindu Kush-Himalaya face a growing threat from rising
temperatures. The Tibetan Plateau, like the other two poles, has warmed at a rate up to
three times as fast as the global average. A 2019 landmark report by the Kathmandu-

Glaciers of the HinduGlaciers of the HinduGlaciers of the HinduGlaciers of the HinduGlaciers of the Hindu
Kush-Himalaya faceKush-Himalaya faceKush-Himalaya faceKush-Himalaya faceKush-Himalaya face
growing threat fromgrowing threat fromgrowing threat fromgrowing threat fromgrowing threat from
rising temperature.rising temperature.rising temperature.rising temperature.rising temperature.

based International Centre for Integrated Mountain
Development (ICIMOD) warned that even if the Paris
Agreement’s goal of limiting global warming to 1.5°C above
pre-industrial levels by 2100 is met through rapid cut in
carbon emissions, the Hindu Kush-Himalaya will still
experience more than 2°C of warming.18 As a result, at least 36 percent of the region’s
glaciers will melt. However, if emissions are not reduced, temperature could rise by
5°C and 66 percent of the glaciers will melt. That will have adverse impacts on rivers
that originated from the region. Besides changing the water flow regime of
transboundary-rivers, accelerated melting of glaciers could also trigger landslides and
GLOF, aggravate the impact of extreme rainfall, affect the safety and productivity of
hydropower dams, and cause food and water security risks in South Asia and beyond. 

The Hindu Kush-Himalaya region19
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Key Areas for Collective ActionKey Areas for Collective ActionKey Areas for Collective ActionKey Areas for Collective ActionKey Areas for Collective Action

The South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) remains the
preeminent organisation for intra-regional cooperation on climate change in South Asia.
SAARC was established in 1985 and it includes Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India,
the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan, and Sri Lanka. Climate change has increasingly emerged
as a key issue for SAARC. For example, the Dhaka Declaration on Climate Change that
was adopted during the SAARC Ministerial Meeting on Climate Change in Dhaka,
Bangladesh in 2008 committed member states to “promote programmes for advocacy
and mass awareness raising on climate change and to inculcate habits towards a low
carbon society.”20 It also called for enhanced cooperation on capacity building, exchanges
of best practices, adaptation, etc. Critically, the SAARC Action Plan on Climate Change
was also adopted during the meeting. The plan sought to identify and create opportunities
for regional cooperation around seven thematic areas - adaptation, mitigation, technology
transfer, finance and investment, education and awareness, management of impacts
and risks due to climate change, and capacity building for international negotiations.
The Thimphu Statement on Climate Change that was adopted during the Sixteenth SAARC
Summit in Thimphu, Bhutan in 2010 further committed member states to review the
implementation of the Dhaka Declaration and the SAARC Action Plan on Climate Change;
undertake advocacy and awareness programmes to promote the use of green technology
and best practices to promote low-carbon sustainable and inclusive development;
establish institutional linkages to facilitate the sharing of knowledge, information, and
capacity building programmes, etc.21 The statement also called upon SAARC to
commission an inter-governmental expert group on climate change and to undertake
four initiatives pertaining to the ocean, the mountains, the monsoon, and disasters.

Besides SAARC, the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and
Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC) has also been leveraged for collective action on
climate change in South Asia and beyond. BIMSTEC was founded in 1997 and it currently
has  seven members - Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, Sri Lanka, and Thailand.
BIMSTEC aims to enhance cooperation among its members in agriculture, climate change,
culture, counterterrorism and transnational crimes, energy, environment and disaster
management, fisheries, people-to-people contacts, poverty alleviation, public health,
tourism, trade and investment, technology, and transport and communication. Climate
change has also emerged as a growing area of interest for BIMSTEC. During the Third
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BIMSTEC Summit that was held in Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar in 2014, the Memorandum
of Association (MoA) on the establishment of the BIMSTEC Centre on Weather and
Climate (BCWC) was signed. Soon thereafter, BCWC was set up at the National Centre
for Medium-Range Weather Forecasting (NCMRWF) in Uttar Pradesh, India. It focuses
on weather forecasts, early warning, capacity building, etc. Furthermore, during the
Seventeenth BIMSTEC Ministerial Meeting that was held virtually in Colombo, Sri Lanka,
in 2021, a Joint Working Group on Environment and Climate Change was established.
The working group is expected to prepare a plan of action on climate change soon.

Despite the aforementioned initiatives, South Asia has struggled to advance effective
regional cooperation on climate change owing to a number of factors. Chief among
them is the historical tensions and conflict between India and Pakistan, the two biggest
members of SAARC, over their contested borders and territories. That has produced
political sensitivities and a deficit of trust between them. As a result, SAARC has often

There is a lot to beThere is a lot to beThere is a lot to beThere is a lot to beThere is a lot to be
gained by countries ingained by countries ingained by countries ingained by countries ingained by countries in
the region carving outthe region carving outthe region carving outthe region carving outthe region carving out
a regional approach toa regional approach toa regional approach toa regional approach toa regional approach to
climate change.climate change.climate change.climate change.climate change.

been unable to advance its climate agendas. However,
it is clear that there is a growing need for collective
action in South Asia. Indeed, there is a lot to be gained
by countries in the region carving out a regional
approach to climate change and the potential benefits
of such cooperation are limitless. Going forward, South
Asia should continue to strengthen regional cooperation in the following areas that are
of common concern to countries of the region.

a.a.a.a.a. Institute a Regional Framework for Humanitarian Assistance and DisasterInstitute a Regional Framework for Humanitarian Assistance and DisasterInstitute a Regional Framework for Humanitarian Assistance and DisasterInstitute a Regional Framework for Humanitarian Assistance and DisasterInstitute a Regional Framework for Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster
Response (HADR)Response (HADR)Response (HADR)Response (HADR)Response (HADR)

The 2004 Indian Ocean tsunami highlighted the need for effective regional
mechanisms for Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Response (HADR) in South Asia.
The SAARC Disaster Management Centre (SDMC) that was established in 2006, aimed
to facilitate joint emergency preparedness and response among  member states. SDMC
has since produced some useful guidelines and conducted important technical disaster
response trainings. Then in 2011, SAARC approved the Agreement on Rapid Response
to Natural Disasters (SARRND) with the aim of setting up a dedicated rapid action
force for disaster management. However, SAARC leaders failed to gather consensus on
the issue, and this remains a point of contention. Disaster management also finds a
place among BIMSTEC’s priority areas of cooperation. Certain policy initiatives have
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been undertaken, including the establishment of the BIMSTEC Centre for Weather and
Climate (BCWC). The BCWC has held a workshop on building disaster-warning systems for
member countries. Also, joint exercises on disaster responses have been carried out from
time to time under the auspices of BIMSTEC. Clearly, the legal and institutional frameworks
for joint HADR have been put in place in South Asia. But their implementation remains
a major challenge. Unsurprisingly, no SAARC or BIMSTEC level contingent has ever
been deployed during emergencies in South Asia. With the projected increase in the
frequency and intensity of extreme weather events, the need for SAARC or BIMSTEC to
build a regional mechanism for coordinated efforts on HADR will grow. HADR can thus
act as a tool for reviving and strengthening regional cooperation in South Asia and
beyond.

b. Advance Effective Cooperation on Transboundary Riversb. Advance Effective Cooperation on Transboundary Riversb. Advance Effective Cooperation on Transboundary Riversb. Advance Effective Cooperation on Transboundary Riversb. Advance Effective Cooperation on Transboundary Rivers

Countries in South Asia have signed rules-based and legally binding water-sharing
and management treaties among them. Examples include the 1960 Indus Water Treaty
between India and Pakistan, the 1996 Mahakali Treaty between India and Nepal, and
the 1996 Ganges Treaty between India and Bangladesh. However, no such treaty existed
between countries in South Asia and China, arguably the most important upper riparian
country. For China, transboundary rivers are “sovereign resources” that should be exploited
in an unrestricted manner. As such, the country
viewed rules-based and legally binding, multilateral
or bilateral water-sharing treaties as an infringement
upon its sovereignty and hence detrimental to its
national interests. Not surprisingly, China has spurned
India’s proposal to institute a water commission, an
inter-governmental dialogue, or a water-sharing treaty between them. The absence of
rules-based and legally binding water sharing and management treaties between China
and its riparian neighbours in South Asia has allowed the country to build dams
unilaterally on its section of rivers, such as the Brahmaputra. That has raised tensions
between the country and its riparian neighbours from time to time. However, the
prospect of accelerated melting of glaciers in the Hindu Kush-Himalaya due to rising
global temperatures has transformed the context for cooperation. Countries in South Asia
need to band together under the auspices of SAARC and they should call upon China to
join them in establishing a regional framework for cooperation on transboundary-rivers.

For China, transboundaryFor China, transboundaryFor China, transboundaryFor China, transboundaryFor China, transboundary
rivers are “sovereignrivers are “sovereignrivers are “sovereignrivers are “sovereignrivers are “sovereign
resources” that shouldresources” that shouldresources” that shouldresources” that shouldresources” that should
be exploited in anbe exploited in anbe exploited in anbe exploited in anbe exploited in an
unrestricted manner.unrestricted manner.unrestricted manner.unrestricted manner.unrestricted manner.
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c. Advance Credible Scientific Assessment of Glaciersc. Advance Credible Scientific Assessment of Glaciersc. Advance Credible Scientific Assessment of Glaciersc. Advance Credible Scientific Assessment of Glaciersc. Advance Credible Scientific Assessment of Glaciers

Glaciers play an important role in sustaining the perennial water supply to
transboundary rivers that originated from the Hindu Kush-Himalaya. As such, information
about them is critical for assessing regional water resources, hazard management
applications, and climate change impact studies. However, there is a lack of data on the
snow and glacial resources of the Hindu Kush-Himalaya due to the absence of a
comprehensive and coordinated assessment. Besides, there are also disagreements, and
even confusion, within the scientific community over the probable rate of glacier melting
and its potential socio-economic, political, and ecological impacts. For example, the
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) estimated in 2007 that glaciers in
the Himalayas could disappear by 2035.22 But that was later found to be “unrealistic”23

and was retracted. This high-profile “error” from the world’s top climate science body
underscored the need for a long-term consistent glacier database to support assessments
of the status of glaciers across the region.

Countries of the Hindu Kush-Himalaya region have already shown interests in
forging cooperation in this regard. For example, India and China had attempted to
cooperate on glacial research in 2009 but that has since
been deferred. More recently, Afghanistan, Bhutan, India,
Nepal, and Pakistan formed the Hindu Kush-Himalaya
Glaciers and Mountain Economy Network in 2018 to
develop joint strategies to slow down glacier and snowmelt
caused by climate change and pollution. The absence of
China, however, left a gaping hole in the effort. A regional platform for comprehensive
and coordinated assessment of glaciers, therefore, is needed. Such a platform can help
increase evidence-informed understanding and decision-making at all levels of public
policy, discourse, and action.

d. Enhance Intra-regional Electricity Traded. Enhance Intra-regional Electricity Traded. Enhance Intra-regional Electricity Traded. Enhance Intra-regional Electricity Traded. Enhance Intra-regional Electricity Trade

South Asia currently does not have an integrated electricity market and existing
intra-regional electricity trade in the region is limited to India-Bhutan, India-Bangladesh
and India-Nepal. However, growing demand for electricity, along with the region’s
commitment to decarbonisation has led to growing interest  in building intra-regional
electricity interconnection throughout the region and even beyond. For example, the

A regional platformA regional platformA regional platformA regional platformA regional platform
for comprehensivefor comprehensivefor comprehensivefor comprehensivefor comprehensive
and coordinatedand coordinatedand coordinatedand coordinatedand coordinated
assessment ofassessment ofassessment ofassessment ofassessment of
glaciers is needed.glaciers is needed.glaciers is needed.glaciers is needed.glaciers is needed.
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SAARC Energy Ring – an interconnected electricity system covering the entire region –
was mooted during the Twelfth SAARC Summit that was held in Islamabad, Pakistan, in
2004. That was followed by the signing of the SAARC Framework Agreement for Energy
Cooperation (Electricity) during the Eighteenth SAARC Summit in Kathmandu, Nepal in
2014. The agreement aimed to create an interconnected power system to facilitate
cross-border electricity trade throughout South Asia. During the Fourth BIMSTEC
Summit that was held in Kathmandu, Nepal, in 2018, member countries signed a MoU
for the establishment of the BIMSTEC Grid Interconnection. The MoU laid down the
broad contours for grid interconnections and electricity trade among BIMSTEC member
states. The first meeting of the BIMSTEC Grid Interconnection Coordination Committee
(BGICC) was held virtually in Nay Pyi Taw, Myanmar in 2021. The meeting discussed,
among other things, the need to formulate a BIMSTEC Policy for Transmission of
Electricity and a BIMSTEC Policy for Trade, Exchange of Electricity and Tariff Mechanism.
Clearly, institutional arrangements for intra-regional electricity trade have taken shape
in South Asia. Despite this, progress has been slow and much more needs to be done to
harmonise electricity laws, regulatory mechanisms, grid codes, etc.

e. Prepare Legal Framework for Dealing with Climate Change-inducede. Prepare Legal Framework for Dealing with Climate Change-inducede. Prepare Legal Framework for Dealing with Climate Change-inducede. Prepare Legal Framework for Dealing with Climate Change-inducede. Prepare Legal Framework for Dealing with Climate Change-induced
   Migration   Migration   Migration   Migration   Migration

To date, there are only a few cases where climate change is the sole factor prompting
migration. Despite this, it is widely recognised that climate change could be a contributing
and exacerbating factor in future migration. The International Organisation for
Migration (IOM) has cited estimates of as many as one billion “environmental migrants”
in the next 30 years.24 More recent projections pointed to 1.2 billion by 205025 and 1.4
billion by 2060.26 After 2050, that figure is expected to soar as the world warms further
and the global population rises to its predicted peak in the mid-2060s. Hotspots of
climate migration may start to emerge as early as 2030, as people leave places that can
no longer sustain them and go to areas that offer opportunities. South Asia is unlikely
to be immune from this phenomenon. Already, an estimated one million people in
Bangladesh are displaced by floods, cyclones, riverbank erosion, etc., every year.  It
was predicted that by 2050, one in every seven people in the country will be displaced
from their place of origin due to climate change.27 Besides, rising sea levels may prompt
people living in the Maldives and low-lying coastal regions in South Asia to migrate. On
the whole, the World Bank projected that there could be 40 million internal climate
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migrants in South Asia by 2050.28 As  yet, there is no legal mechanism to address such
migration. Existing legal protections afforded to refugees do not extend to them. Thus,
the intersection of climate change and migration requires new, nimble, and
comprehensive solutions to the multidimensional challenges it creates. 

EpilogueEpilogueEpilogueEpilogueEpilogue

The impact of climate change is already being felt across South Asia. More than
anything else, this is evident in the growing frequency and intensity of extreme weather
events, including heat waves, floods, tropical cyclones, etc. Although countries in the
region are active participants in the global multilateral process aimed at addressing
climate change, there is a lack of collective efforts at the collective level. Given its
vulnerability, South Asia has a lot to gain by carving out a regional approach to address
the impact of climate change. Towards this end, SAARC has been instrumental in pushing
through key policy initiatives that included, among other things, the SAARC Action Plan
on Climate Change, the SAARC Agreement on Rapid Response to Natural Disasters, and
the SAARC Framework Agreement for Energy Cooperation (Electricity). Although SAARC
has lost momentum in recent years, member states should not abandon these initiatives
and instead  should build upon them. Meanwhile, BIMSTEC has also emerged as a critical
platform for advancing cross-border electricity trade and regional architecture for
HADR. Beyond these, there is an urgent need to institute a framework for comprehensive,
credible, and coordinated assessment of glaciers in the Hindu Kush-Himalaya belt.
Comprehensive and credible information on the glaciers of the Hindu Kush-Himalaya is
critical for assessing regional water resources, hazard management applications, and
climate change impact studies. Finally, countries in South Asia should stay ahead of the
curve with respect to climate change-induced migration by initiating discussions on
the required policy and legal frameworks. SAARC and BIMSTEC, therefore, have a vital
role to play in bringing the discussions on these pertinent issues beyond the policy
dialogue and turning them into tangible actions and solutions. Doing so will greatly
enhance South Asia’s ability to lessen the impact of climate change.
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