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One out of five persons in the world lives in South Asia..
Although  21 per cent of the world’s people live in 

South Asia this region has only 3 per cent of the world’s land. 
Hence the development challenges are particularly acute in 
this region particularly in terms of meeting the basic needs of 
all people on a sustainable basis.

 While climate change is now widely perceived as 
perhaps the most serious and complex problem of the 
times ahead, at the same time South Asia has been often 
identified as an area where very serious impacts of climate 
change may be manifested in the near future. This is also 
among those regions in the world where the problem of 
hunger and malnutrition is already very serious. Hence 
South Asia is obviously one of the most important areas for 
examining and monitoring the impact of climate change on 
food security. As this impact is likely to be very significant 
in this region, there is very clearly need for wider and better 
regional cooperation on such an important issue among the 
various nations of this region.

  This paper deals with various aspects of these 
important issues. In section one we examine various aspects 
of climate change and its impact on food security. In the 
second section we deal with this important issue in the 



specific context of South Asia. In the third section we look at 
the existing state of regional cooperation in South Asia, first 
in general terms and then  we explore  this cooperation in 
the more specific context of our concerns of climate change 
and food security. In the last section we examine the need 
for a public campaign to improve regional cooperation at 
the South Asia level on this important issue as well as other 
highly relevant issues .

Climate Change and Food Security
The increasing evidence of the seriousness of climate change 
has been summarized in its most widely accepted form in 
the fifth assessment  report  of  the Intergovernmental  Panel 
on Climate Change (IPCC) .(Ref 1) While presenting this 
report the co-chair of the IPCC Working Group said,” 
Our assessment finds that the atmosphere and oceans have 
warmed,,the amount of snow and ice has diminished, sea 
level has risen and the concentration of carbon dioxide 
has  increased to a level unprecedented in at least the last 
800,000 years.”

 However the eminent experts who comprise the IPCC 
have still held out the hope that human efforts  even at this 
late stage can salvage the situation to some extent. More 
specifically they said while releasing the fifth assessment 
report,” Options are available to adapt to climate change and 
implementing stringent  mitigation activities can ensure that 
the impacts of climate change remain within a manageable 
range, creating a brighter and more sustainable future.” 



 The IPCC has pointed out very clearly that regardless 
of future emissions , we are already committed to  further 
warming  largely due to past emissions and inertia in the 
climate system. The IPCC has stated further that the decisions 
to cut or not to cut GHG emissions  now does not make a 
big difference to climate change in the next few decades but 
it does make a big and irreversible difference to the risks in 
the longer run.

 The IPCC report  said that total emissions since 
1970 have continued to rise and emissions between 2000 
and 2010 have been the highest yet. The IPCC warned 
that if global society continues to emit greenhouse gases 
at current rates, the average global temperature could rise 
by 2.6—4.8 degree C by 2100 (according to the IPCC’s 
highest emissions scenario. 

 The IPCC Report says that at even relatively low levels 
of warming  of 1 to 2 degrees C, many unique and threatened 
natural systems are at threat and food productivity ,human 
health and water resources  could be negatively impacted  in 
some regions. Much higher warming of around 4 degree C 
or above will increase the likelihood of severe, pervasive and 
reversible impacts to which it will be difficult to adapt.

 The impacts of climate change on food security can 
be many sided, direct as well as indirect. Climate change can 
directly contribute to a reduction in the yield, production 
and area cultivated in the context of several crops. The 
increasingly erratic nature of rain seen in many areas and 
increasingly associated with climate change is almost certain 
to have a very negative impact on food production and the 



number of people exposed to food shortages.  Similarly the 
more extreme weather events and various disasters associated 
with climate change including worsening droughts, floods 
and cyclonic storms are also certain to have an adverse impact 
on food production as well as increasing number of people 
exposed to food shortages. The rise in sea level is likely to lead 
to the loss of vast fertile agricultural fields in coastal areas. The 
livelihoods of millions of farmers, pastorals and fisherfolk can 
be disrupted badly and many people particularly in coastal 
areas can be displaced entirely. 

 In addition there can be many kinds of indirect 
impacts on food security. For example it is widely recognized 
that climate change can have many-sided adverse impacts on 
health and access to clean drinking water and this in turn can 
have a somewhat indirect but nevertheless significant impact 
on food security.

Specific Context of South Asia
South Asia region is defined here to include the 8 members 
of  SAARC (South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation)—Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
the Maldives, Nepal, Pakistan and Sri Lanka..Possibilities 
certainly exist of Myanmar also joining as a member of 
SAARC in the near future..The impact of climate change is 
known to be most serious in coastal areas and island countries. 
South Asia has a very long coastal belt  and also the island 
nations of Maldives and Sri Lanka. The small island nation 
of Maldives faces a survival threat. The long coastal belt of 



India, Bangladesh and Pakistan is very vulnerable .

 Mountain areas are also more vulnerable to climate 
change and  South Asia has a very vast range of Himalaya-
Hindukush mountains which despite all their awe-inspiring 
majesty and grandeur are known to fragile in terms of geology 
and ecology and hence are highly vulnerable to the extreme 
events associated with climate change. These cover significant 
parts of India, Nepal, Bhutan and Afghanistan.

 Arid and desert areas are also recognized for their 
vulnerability to climate change including exposure to more 
severe and more prolonged droughts. South Asia has vast 
tracts of these areas.

 Even without climate change several complex reasons 
and man-made factors have been contributing to the 
worsening of inland floods  in many parts of South Asia 
and the likelihood of more concentrated rain in a smaller 
period associated with climate change can only accentuate 
this trend.

 The recession and depletion of glaciers associated 
with climate change can cause more floods in the short-
term , particularly when seen in association with the 
possibility of bursting of glacial lakes while leading to 
longer term depletion of snow fed rivers and increasing 
the threat from droughts.

 Regarding South Asia the IPCC noted that climate 
change will have widespread impacts including flooding of 
infrastructure and settlements, heat related deaths and water 
and food shortages. It has been observed that there have been 
more extreme rainfall events and fewer weak rainfall events  



in the central  Indian region. The IPCC Report has made it 
clear that  there are clear signs of the impacts of climate change 
being felt already. This is not just a question of future risks as 
even today climate related risks  threaten lives, food security, 
health and well being across many parts of South Asia.

 This report says that flood-related deaths are highly 
concentrated in  Asia. In addition on the one hand sea levels 
are rising. On the other hand  most Asian deltas are sinking 
as a result of  groundwater extraction, floodplain engineering 
and  trapping of sediments.

  Severe floods in Mumbai have been related to climatic 
as well as non-climatic factors, suggesting an interaction 
between climate change and other stresses. Among other 
examples this report has mentioned the breaking of the Kosi 
embankment in 2008, displacing  over 4 million people and 
disrupting infra-structure.

 The IPCC has mentioned several adverse and serious 
health impacts linked to climate change. Contaminated 
urban flood waters have caused exposure  to disease and 
toxic compounds. The incidence of many diseases increases 
at higher temperatures as the pathogens and parasites that 
cause disease multiply fast. Dengue and Japanese encephalitis 
outbreaks in South Asia have been linked to temperature and 
rainfall. Studies have revealed an association between diarrheal 
outbreaks and a combination of  higher temperatures and 
heavy rainfall. Cholera outbreaks in coastal areas of South 
Asia have been related to increased temperatures and algal 
booms. Climate phenomena such as the Al Nino have been 
linked to cholera epidemics in Bangladesh. Heat related stress 



and deaths have been reported. Extreme temperatures have  
increased deaths. 

 The IPCC has warned that climate change impacts 
will increase risks of death, injury, ill health or disrupted 
livelihoods in low lying coastal zones due to storm surges, 
coastal flooding and sea-level rise, and in large populations , 
due to inland flooding. The risk of mortality and morbidity 
during periods of extreme heat and of food insecurity and the 
breakdown of food system are also associated with a range 
of climate change impacts. In addition there are the risks 
of break- down of essential infrastructure including water, 
health and emergency services.

 Projections indicate that compared to the average in 
the 20th century, average annual temperature could rise by 
2 degees C over land in most of South Asia by the mid-21st 
century and exceed 3 degrees C , upto more than 6 degrees 
C over high latitudes, by the late 21st century under a high- 
emissions scenario. The frequency of hot days in South Asia 
is likely to increase further in future.

 Rainfall is likely to be more extreme near the centres of 
tropical cyclones making landfall in South Asia. An increase 
in extreme rainfall events relating to  monsoons will be very 
likely in South Asia. 

 Global mean sea level rise by the last two decades 
of the 21st century (as compared to sea level in 1986-
2005) will likely be in the ranges of 26-55 cm. under a 
low-emissions scenario, but 45-82 cm  for a high-emissions  
scenario—with total sea level rise of upto  98 cm by 2100 
under this later scenario.



 The IPCC warns that this magnitude of sea level rise 
by the century’s end implies significantly increased risks 
for South Asia’s coastal settlements, as well as for coastal 
economies, cultures and eco-systems, particularly if combined 
with changes in cyclone frequency or intensity. Low lying , 
densely populated coastal areas in South Asia including India 
and  Bangladesh , will be at increased risk of strong surges , 
putting many millions of people at risk.

 Further this report warns that in some parts of South 
Asia such as the east coast of India clusters of districts with 
poor infrastructure and rapid population growth are also the 
regions of maximum climate vulnerability. Extreme events 
are expected to be more catastrophic  for the people living in 
such districts.

 A large proportion of  Asia’s population lives in low-
elevation coastal zone that are particularly at risk from 
climate change hazards, including sea level rise, storm surges 
and typhoons.According to the fifth assessment report of the 
IPCC the Asian port cities that could be most at risk, in 
terms of population and assets exposed to coastal flooding 
will be Kolkata, Mumbai and Dhaka. 

  According to the IPCC the considerable threats could 
undermine the progress the South Asian countries have made 
in tackling disease, malnutrition  and early deaths in the 
past decades, together with gains in improving agricultural 
productivity. Adaptation can reduce these risks and bring 
immediate benefits.

 Possibilities of very severe impacts on main food 
crops like wheat have been widely mentioned as over vast 



wheat growing areas like those of the Gangetic belt rising 
temperatures and shorter winters may create problems in 
satisfactory grain formation. Although not all impacts on 
agriculture can be harmful and the possibility of improved 
yield of wheat over much smaller areas for example in some 
cold tracts of Pakistan have also been mentioned, the overall 
net  impact is likely to be highly adverse, even though various 
estimates of the likely decline of production differ widely. 

 In addition it is important to draw attention to the 
wider socio-economic and environmental conditions in which 
the impacts of climate change are likely to be manifested.

 The IPCC has made an important statement that the 
effects of climate change depend as much on the inherent  
vulnerability of social and ecological systems as on  the 
magnitude of climate change.

 Adverse impacts of climate change are likely to cause 
much more distress in societies with high socio-economic 
inequalities compared to those with lesser socio-economic 
inequalities.  In vast areas of South Asia inequalities are 
not only high but in some important contexts have even 
been increasing in recent times and the trend appears to be 
continuing as of now. A related aspect is that the impact 
of climate change related factors is likely to be more in 
conditions of widespread discrimination on the basis of 
religion, caste, ethnicity etc and the situation in South Asia 
is that discriminations remain and have even been increasing 
in some contexts. This discrimination may even manifest 
itself in factors like access to disaster relief and access to 
clean drinking water sources.



 Climate change is likely to prove less disruptive in 
more closely knit communities compared to those in which 
social ties are weaker. While South Asia has been known for 
its relatively stronger community and social  ties, in more 
recent times the community ties have been weakening due 
to a complex of factors.

 Another aspect that deserves consideration is the overall 
system of environment protection in any society. Where 
this has been weak impacts of climate change will be bigger 
compared to a society where strong environment protection 
systems have been in place for years. The sad reality overall in 
South Asia is that of weak environment protection systems 
which have become weaker in recent times in vast areas.

 South Asia as a region has been recording some of the 
worst rates of malnutrition including child under-nutrition 
and malnutrition at the world level and the overall poverty 
levels here are still among the highest in the world despite 
some improvement in recent years, The problems of soil and 
water erosion, declining natural fertility of land and problems 
relating to indiscriminate use of agri- chemicals are common 
over vast parts of the region. Similar are the problems of 
depletion of groundwater as well as surface water sources and 
serious problems of water scarcity in vast areas. The field-level 
bio-diversity has been depleted badly in recent decades and 
the vast diversity of seed varieties accessible easily to farmers 
till a few decades back have been lost. Farming systems over 
vast areas have lost their self- reliance which existed to a 
significant extent till a few decades back and so have become 
more dependent, much more costly and vulnerable. Thus the 
situation of food security is already precarious and this is 



likely to be accentuated under the impact of climate change 
and related factors.

 Thus while South Asia is very vulnerable to climate change 
and the wider social-ecological and other conditions  are also such 
as to enhance the destructive impact of climate change the state 
of preparedness to face climate change is generally quite weak. 
The IPCC also noted in its fifth assessment report that heavy 
losses from extreme weather suggest that current strategies are 
unable to deal with existing climatic threats. National policies 
can sometimes disregard or undermine cultural or traditional 
practices that make an important contribution to local climate 
adaptation . Poorly conceived development programmes and 
sectoral adaptation strategies can lower resilience in other sectors 
or ecosystems. Incomplete, under-resourced and  fragmented 
institutional frameworks translate into largely ad hoc projects, 
which are often donor driven. Overall evidence suggests that 
South Asian countries’ adaptive capacity to manage complex 
social and ecological change, especially at local government 
level, is weak. 

Strong Need for Greater Regional 
Cooperation in South Asia
As most neighbouring countries of South Asia face significant 
problems of poverty and deprivation and much can be gained 
for increased cooperation among them at various levels  it is 
hardly surprising that the need for greater regional cooperation  
has been re-emphasised time and again. An important step 
forward was taken with the formation of the SAARC in 1985 



. Its much publicized specific step in the area of food security 
in particular was the creation of a South Asian Food bank 
in 2007 but these steps have not led to the kind of much 
stronger, meaningful and continuing cooperation that is 
actually needed among the various countries of South Asia.

 It is of course true that the food bank can play a more 
effective role but the actual experience at the time of many 
disasters in South Asia since its establishment about a decade 
back has been that it could not play a very helpful role and 
often it was not evident if it played any helpful role at all. The 
SAARC has regional centres on agriculture, meteorology and 
forestry all of which are of course relevant to climate change 
and foot security. It also has special centres on disasters and 
coastal zone management which can have a very useful and 
important role in the context of climate change.

 Nevertheless the overwhelming feeling is that 
developing the institutional infrastructure the SAARC has 
not been able to initiate significantly useful steps on these 
issues. This has led to questions like whether the framework 
of regional cooperation should be much wider than what is 
provided by SAARC and in this context possibilities like a 
democratic union of South Asia have also been mentioned.
(Ref 2) On the other hand others have talen up the more 
focused issue of a more effective role of existing institutions 
like the food bank for, among other things, providing better 
food help to disaster victims in South Asia.

 What needs to be very  clearly and widely understood 
is that with the emergence of climate change related issues 
as a very important factor in the future of the people of 



South Asia the entire framework of planning for this region 
needs to change. The need for keeping livelihood, health, 
environmental  and indeed the survival issues at the centre-
stage and to give them much higher priority is much greater 
than before. Above all there needs to be wider understanding 
of the catastrophic events ahead of us and the need to accord 
the greatest importance to prepare for them and to try to 
minimise the loss of precious human lives and other damage 
from them. 

 The top prioritization of these issues also implies 
greater cooperation at the regional level for achieving  better 
results but  first conducive conditions should be created for 
giving top priority to those issues which are of the greatest 
relevance for the welfare of people at the national level and 
then it would be a logical step forward to increase cooperation 
as much as possible with neighbouring countries to achieve 
better results in such high priority areas.

 But the tragedy precisely is that the prevailing 
internal and external conditions in South Asia are such 
that the prioritization of welfare issues and high levels of 
regional cooperation on these issues become very unlikely. 
The overwhelming issue is that of national security and 
defence, or internal strife which also is related often to the 
linkage of this strife with some neighbouring country ,or 
terrorist violence is similarly treated. The result is that the 
issue of national security is also treated also in terms of 
hostility with some neighbouring country. This also leads 
to ever increasing defense budget and more and more costly 
imports of arms and the escalation of  arms race.



 In such a situation is it possible to prioritize 
cooperation for together facing the challenges of food 
security and climate change? 

 Clearly a much bigger and wider improvement in 
the relationships among the various nations of South Asia is 
needed before we can hope for a continuing strong cooperation 
over the years on issues of climate change and food security. 
No matter how important these issues are, cooperation on 
these issues cannot progress much in isolation. On the other 
hand if overall conditions of peace and friendship can increase 
very significantly then the potential of cooperation on food 
security and climate change can also be realized to a much 
greater extent and in more meaningful ways. In addition 
this can release vast resources for highly relevant and much 
needed tasks of protection of environment and livelihoods.

 Extremely important as these issues like the impact of 
climate change on food security are, in the current situation 
a truly significant and effective regional cooperation in South 
Asia should be preceded or at least accompanied by wider 
efforts for ending or significantly reducing  existing hostilities 
and suspicions. Wider efforts for peace are a must. The 
near certainty now of catastrophic consequences of climate 
change provide very important additional reasons why the 
long pending peace initiatives should be strengthened and 
advanced as soon as possible to be followed quickly or even 
accompanied by agreements for significantly stepping up 
cooperation on very important issues like climate change 
and food security.

 In this wider framework of peace the regional 
cooperation on  climate change and food security can take up 



several important issues. Perhaps the most important in terms 
of saving human lives may relate to rescue and relief work. 
Coastal areas are likely to be witness the worst of  disasters and 
here as well as elsewhere when needed the optimal planning 
for rescue work may require or even be critically dependent 
on help from across the border. Even when locations are not 
of critical importance, across the border help may be very 
useful for reducing distress and procuring some essential 
supplies in difficult times.

 Another area of very helpful cooperation may be 
to freely exchange information on experiences regarding 
adaptation to climate change, mitigation of climate change 
and overall improvement of food security. Such exchange 
should be at the governmental level but also at the level of 
people and people’s organizations and independent experts, 
academics and media.

 The effort should be to make the best possible use 
of the available expertise and the experience of people to 
prepare the best possible plans for meeting the challenge 
of climate change with special emphasis on ensuring food 
security. Learning from several promising initiatives already 
under progress in various parts of South Asia efforts should be 
made to draw up broad frameworks( for various agro climatic 
zones) of plans which can combine adaptation to climate 
change and mitigation of climate change with protection of 
the interests of the poorer and vulnerable people and meeting 
nutrition and other basic needs of all people.

 Thirdly by focusing on such rural development plans 
which combine pro- poor policies with eco- friendly farming 
to bring hope of meeting the challenges of climate change in 



justice based ways, South Asia should justify its claims on a 
significant share of the international funding likely to become 
available for climate change adaptation and mitigation. 
Various nations of South Asia and people’s organizations 
based there should cooperate to assert the demand for the 
setting up of an adequate fund to meet the needs of climate 
change adaptation in particular and then also for the needy 
and deserving people of South Asia to obtain an adequate 
share of this.

Need For An Effective People’s 
Campaign
Clearly given the existing state of poor and inadequate levels 
of regional cooperation in South Asia people’s organizations 
and ordinary citizens have to play a very important role in 
advancing and prioritizing the agenda of peace, environment 
protection and justice. It is only as a part of such wider efforts 
and the much more broad based mobilization for this that 
the more specific agenda relating to protecting food security 
in times of climate change and making other preparations 
to respond to the difficult challenges of climate change 
will have higher chances of success and acceptance, as also 
indicated in the previous section. However this is not to say 
that in the absence of such broad based efforts the somewhat 
isolated  but well thought –out efforts of a few organizations 
or citizens’ efforts are not relevant.

  Such smaller efforts even if isolated will always be 
relevant as there is a big need to keep the issues alive and 



to keep mobilizing the best available talents and the most 
concerned people for generating new ideas and preparing 
effective plans for taking forward these issues in the most 
effective way. When even very small initiatives make very 
good efforts which bring great clarity and understanding to 
possibilities of work of great potential or when such small 
efforts give more clarity to warnings of the catastrophic 
consequences of ignoring most important responsibilities, 
then these small efforts in some favorable circumstances can 
themselves become the initiators of much bigger and broad- 
based mobilizations. So while emphasizing the importance 
of more broad based mobilization the importance of small 
beginnings and small, even isolated initiatives cannot be 
understated as these have their own role. However these small 
efforts should also keep emphasizing the need for a broader 
agenda of peace, justice and   environment protection as also 
the need for broader mobilization.

 One important role of people’s campaigns is to spread 
greater awareness of the issue of climate change, not just the 
bare scientific facts but also the integration of this issue with 
the broader agenda of peace, environment protection and 
justice. This is very important as the issue of climate change 
is also being used by several vested interests to lobby for their 
narrow self interests. For example very powerful interests 
have tried to somehow prove that GM crops will be more 
suited for times of climate change despite the grave hazards 
and risks associated with these crops even in normal times 
and the aggravation of these in times of climate change when 
more farmers will certainly need more decentralized, low-
cost and self reliant farming systems so that they can make 



quick and effective decisions to cope with changing weather 
conditions. So it is a very significant role of independent 
citizens’ groups and people’s organizations to  present the 
issue of climate change in the proper perspective so that is well 
integrated with the wider agenda of environment protection, 
peace, justice and food security .

 A growing understanding of the issue of climate change 
all over South Asia will also contribute to a better and wider 
comprehension of the need for regional cooperation on this 
important issue. Hence the second part of the role of citizens 
groups is to highlight how better regional cooperation can 
lead to better management of very  difficult disaster situations 
and above all the saving of precious human lives. This can 
help to mobilize public opinion on this issue and prepare the 
base for more effective action at the government level. 

 Citizens’ groups as well as more specialized voluntary 
organizations in various parts of South Asia can play an 
important role in disseminating and exchanging information 
about important initiatives and innovations which can play an 
important role in adaption and mitigation strategies relating 
to climate change and more specifically in protecting food 
security in difficult and uncertain times of climate change. To 
give just one example all over South Asia farmers use diesel 
operated pumps to lift irrigation water from streams and 
rivulets. An Indian farmer scientist Mangal Singh invented 
a device called Mangal Turbine for lifting water without 
using diesel and electricity which got a patent and more than 
that the high appreciation of several senior scientists and 
development officials a long time back and yet its use could 
not spread widely despite its well established usefulness in 



reducing the costs of farmers considerably while also reducing  
greenhouse gas emissions significantly.(Ref.3) The issue of 
cultivation in flood prone and waterlogged areas will be very 
important in times of climate change and here again there 
are very important achievements in some places which need 
to be widely shared. The same can certainly be said for water 
conservation. Although very location specific initiatives are 
generally needed but in terms of giving ideas and not for just 
copying such exchange can be very useful. 

 Clearly citizens’ groups , voluntary organizations and 
people’s organizations working sincerely and honestly at 
various levels have a very important role in advancing regional 
cooperation on the important issues of climate change and 
food security in various useful and creative ways.

***
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