How Climate Change in Central Asia Threatens to Spark Regional Conflict
by Stephen Chen
Jan. 6, 2017 – Competition for dwindling water supplies from a mountain range in Central Asia could erupt into regional conflict, Chinese researchers have warned.
Global warming and retreating glaciers in the Tianshan range – the “water tower” of the region – have raised the specter of water shortages that will affect “the relationship between countries in Central Asia,” the researchers warned in a report on the Chinese Academy of Sciences’ website.
Central Asia is a dry, landlocked hinterland and Tianshan is the tallest and biggest mountain range in the region.  About 2,500 km long and up to 350 km wide, the range winds through numerous countries, including Uzbekistan, Kyrgyzstan, Kazakhstan and the Xinjiang region in China.
Its seasonal snowmelt contributes most of the water for the majority of rivers in Central Asia.
But over the past decade, the range has been losing its “total water storage” at a rate of about 223 million cubic meters per year, according to the research led by Professor Chen Yaning from the academy’s Xinjiang Institute of Ecology and Geography in Urumqi.
The culprit, the researchers say, is rising temperatures.  Since 1960, annual average temperatures in the area have been rising at 0.3°C per decade, resulting in warm winters and less snow.
In a paper last year detailing some of their findings, Chen and colleagues warned that the situation “may pose great danger for the water tower and influence the water supply for the oasis and desert regions”.  “This may lead, within just a few decades, to some rivers running out of water in the dry season,” they said.
Other than affecting the relationship of countries in Central Asia, risking regional conflict, the situation could also affect the construction of the Silk Road economic belt, jeopardizing China’s plans to revive trade along the ancient Silk Road, according to the research report.  The Silk Road economic belt is part of Beijing’s “One Belt, One Road” trade initiative to increase connectivity and cooperation between China and countries on the ancient Silk Road from Central Asia to Europe.
Professor Hong Bing, from the academy’s State Key Laboratory of Environmental Geochemistry, said he agreed with the political concerns raised by the new study.  “Some rivers flow through many countries.  If supply decreases, some countries might build dams and fights will break out,” said Hong, who was not involved in the research.
“The [Chinese] government is very concerned and has commissioned many research teams to investigate the issue.”
Rising temperatures, however, might also increase water vapor in the region and with it rainfall, Hong said.  “The warmer, the wetter, that’s what we found in ancient climate records in Xinjiang over the last 9,000 years.  Whether the retreating glaciers and snow will result in an overall water shortage remains to be further investigated,” he said.
Tianshan had more than 10,000 glaciers.  Nearly all of them are retreating.  Total volumes shrank by 15 to 20% between 1960 and 2000, according to Chen’s study.
Chen’s team also found the area of snow cover in the middle of the mountains decreased significantly, at up to 672 square kilometers per year.  Their findings were based on satellite data and ground observations.
“Decentralized” politics, involving various nations and multi-ethnic populations in the region, made precise estimates of Tianshan’s actual water storage difficult, the researchers said in their paper.
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