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China’s super-dam
threatens to alter cross-
border river flows
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The world’s largest dam is rising in one of the
world’s most geopolitically treacherous and
seismically unstable regions.

Just a few kilometers from the heavily
militarized border with India, China is
constructing an unprecedented hydropower
project in Tibet on the Yarlung Tsangpo, the
world’s highest-altitude major river, better
known internationally as the Brahmaputra.

The super-dam will dwarf China’s Three
Gorges Dam, currently the world’s largest, in
power-generating capacity.

Its reservoir will impound a gargantuan
volume of water above millions of people
downstream in India’s northeast and deltaic
Bangladesh, much of which lies barely above
sea level.

Now the most troubling warning is coming not
from foreign critics but from China’s own
scientists.

A recent paper published in the state-linked,
Mandarin-language journal Sedimentary
Geology and Tethyan Geology identifies
serious geological hazards at the construction
site.

The geologists conclude that the terrain has a
“loose structure and weak cohesion” and warn
that fault movement or an earthquake could
easily trigger large-scale instability,
threatening both the reservoir and
surrounding infrastructure.

The authors recommend reinforcing the
reservoir slopes, installing retaining
structures, and redesigning key elements to
reduce the risk of catastrophe.

When scientists working under a communist

regime issue such warnings, the international
community must pay attention.

Reservoir-triggered seismicity

The new dam is rising at the Great Bend of the
Brahmaputra, where the river plunges steeply

through the world’s deepest and longest
canyon before entering India.

It also sits squarely within the Himalayan
seismic belt, created by the slow-motion
collision of the Indian and Eurasian tectonic
plates.

This is among Earth’s most earthquake-prone
regions, with a record of producing
devastating temblors.

A gigantic reservoir could itself
trigger a quake by intensifying
geological stresses

The danger is not simply that an earthquake
might damage a dam. A gigantic reservoir
could itself trigger a quake by intensifying
geological stresses. Reservoir-triggered
seismicity, or RTS, has been documented for
decades.

One likely example occurred in China. In one
of the deadliest natural disasters in modern
Chinese history, an earthquake on the Tibetan
Plateau’s eastern rim in 2008 killed nearly
90,000 people, mainly in Sichuan province.

While scientists continue debating the precise
relationship, influential research concluded
that the immense weight of water stored in
the reservoir of the new Zipingpu Dam may
have increased pressure along an underlying
fault, potentially advancing the earthquake by
decades or even centuries.

The super-dam threatens to
alter cross-border river flows

Instead of facing up to that scientific
possibility, China has embarked on a vastly
larger dam project in an even more fragile
geological setting.

But the Himalayan fault system does not
respect national borders; nor would the
consequences of a major dam failure.
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The powerful 2025 Myanmar earthquake
demonstrated how interconnected this
seismic zone is, with tremors traveling far
enough to trigger the collapse of a high-rise
building in Bangkok, some 1,000 kilometers
away.

What begins as an engineering
failure in Tibet could become a
humanitarian catastrophe
extending all the way to
Bangladesh

The Brahmaputra is the lifeline of northeastern
India, irrigating farms, sustaining fisheries,
replenishing wetlands, and supporting millions
of livelihoods before flowing into Bangladesh,
where it is the single largest source of
freshwater.

Like China’s giant dams on the Mekong, the
super-dam threatens to alter cross-border
river flows and reduce the downstream
transport of nutrient-rich sediment essential
to the river’s ecology and riparian countries’
agriculture.

Worse, a catastrophic structural failure—or
even an emergency release of impounded
water following seismic damage—could
unleash devastating floods across densely
populated downstream plains with little
warning.

What begins as an engineering failure in Tibet
could become a humanitarian catastrophe
extending all the way to Bangladesh, the
world’s most densely populated country
outside microstates and mini-states.

Strategic leverage

The geological danger is only part of the story.
China is increasingly transforming its control
of the Tibetan Plateau—the source of most of
Asia’s major rivers—into strategic leverage.

It has built cascades of dams on transboundary
rivers, withheld hydrological data during

periods of tension, and resisted entering any
water-sharing treaty with downstream states.
Water has become another instrument of
coercive statecraft.

The sheer scale of what China calls “the
project of the century” will inevitably give it
unprecedented control over river flows.

The project remains shrouded in
secrecy

Even routine reservoir operations can affect
downstream ecosystems, agriculture,
sediment transport, and flood patterns.

Yet the project remains shrouded in secrecy,
with the Chinese government releasing
remarkably little technical information despite
the enormous transboundary implications.

There has been no meaningful environmental
transparency, no independent geological
review, and no credible consultation with the
countries facing the greatest downstream
risks.

Transboundary responsibilities

International law has long recognized that
states sharing transboundary rivers bear
responsibilities toward one another, including
preventing significant cross-border harm,
exchanging relevant information, and
consulting on projects that could materially
affect downstream neighbors.

Adherence to these principles is essential to
safeguard shared resources. China’s
continuing opacity undermines them.
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The Himalayan watershed is often called Asia’s water
tower because its rivers sustain nearly two billion people
across multiple countries

The Himalayan watershed is often called Asia’s
water tower because its rivers sustain nearly
two billion people across multiple countries.

When the largest dam ever attempted is
introduced into this fragile ecosystem, secrecy
becomes a regional security risk.

Given the extraordinary stakes, China should
immediately invite an independent panel of
international seismologists, geologists, and
dam-safety experts to inspect the site, review
the project’s geological assumptions, and
assess whether the recommended design
modifications are sufficient.

China should also institutionalize year-round,
real-time hydrological data-sharing and
emergency notification mechanisms with India
and Bangladesh, and commit to ongoing
transboundary consultation on major design
changes.

Ironically, the latest evidence suggests that the
Chinese scientific establishment understands
the dangers more clearly than its political
leadership appears willing to acknowledge.

Now that China’s own geologists have raised
the alarm, policymakers must embrace
transparency and accept transboundary
responsibilities before a potential water bomb
is fully assembled upstream.
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