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KARACHI: With the havoc caused by last year’s devastating floods still fresh in their minds, most people in rural Sindh are once again gripped by fears of another catastrophe during monsoon. But before analysing the progress in repair of dykes and rehabilitation in Sindh, it would be pertinent to review the causes and course of last year’s great deluge.
Last summer’s devastating floods caught an already terror-stricken Khyber Pakhtunkhwa unawares. But Sindh, the lower riparian, had more than a month to prepare for the approaching waters, mainly by strengthening the dykes on the Indus that had been neglected for years.

But the Sindh government failed to do so. What’s more, its functionaries — from Chief Minister Syed Qaim Ali Shah to Irrigation Minister Jam Saifullah Dharejo — kept singing lullabies to the public, assuring them that all would be well.

The government was sure that the floodwaters would flow into the sea without causing any damage to river dykes. Even an addition into the Indus of a substantial volume of water from the Suleman range did not jolt the government out of its comfort zone.

It was a breach in Bhung bund, in Punjab’s Sadiqabad region — which is looked after by the Sindh government — served as a wake-up call. But by then it was too late.

Then came the man-made, and not natural (as confirmed by the report of a Supreme Court-appointed judicial commission), Tori bund breach which gave birth to an unbridled and wayward ‘river’ that inflicted an unprecedented disaster on Sindh.

After the raging waters conquered parts of Kandhkot-Kashmore and Jacobabad districts, they were diverted to a neighbouring area of Balochistan.

After the inundation of Dera Allahyar and Usta Mohammad towns, along with small settlements and a large swath of land in Jafarabad and Nasirabad districts, the locals had no option but to create a breach in the Khirthar canal, where floodwater had
accumulated.

It started flowing in the reverse direction towards Jacobabad and then Qambar-Shahdadkot district, ravaging the towns of Garhi Khairo and Qubo Saeed Khan, countless villages and a large tract of cultivated farmland.

Ultimately, the water found an outlet in Manchar, the largest freshwater lake in Pakistan and one of Asia’s largest, via the Hammal Lake. Manchar had been thirsting for fresh water for years as it had been polluted to an irreparable extent by the
discharge of toxic industrial effluent into it.

But the magnitude of water pouring into it was much more than it could absorb.

A timely cut in the lake embankment could have minimised the devastation. But the decision to breach the embankment lingered till it became unavoidable. The violent waters gushing from the lake invaded a vast area of Dadu district, including
Khairpur Nathan Shah town.

After crossing the Kotri barrage, the flood lost its intensity. Even then it caused breaches in the Molchand-Surjani bund at Kot Almoo and Pinnah-Baghar bund at Faqirabad in Thatta district.

First breach

The first breach led to the inundation of Sujawal town along with villages and farmland in the same taluka. In the wake of the second breach Thatta was evacuated, which was fortunately spared by the flood.

The flood displaced more than 7.5 million people, some of whom are still living in relief camps and temporary shelters awaiting rehabilitation. It washed away standing crops on 2.5 million acres of land and rendered the land uncultivable for the next crop.

It wreaked havoc on seven districts on the right bank of the Indus and damaged the infrastructure of irrigation, education, health and other sectors. In short, the flood was a ruthless blow to an already under-developed rural Sindh, which is still to recover from it.

Right after the floodwater reached the sea in the last week of August, the government should have launched an operation of mammoth proportions to rehabilitate and strengthen the river dykes and canal network. But it failed to do so immediately because of financial constraints.

As the centre committed funds for the gigantic task, work on plugging the breaches and restoring and repairing the dykes and canal network started somewhere between March and April of next year.

The government and the consultancy firm assigned the task fixed May 31 as the deadline for completion of the undertaking, but later extended the deadline to June 30 and then to July 15.

Now that monsoon clouds are hovering over the sky, the work, which includes dumping of loose soil on the weakened embankments, is still ongoing. What will happen if, God forbid, the sky starts pouring heavy showers on these dykes is anybody’s guess.

