What climate change means for Pakistan —Syed Mohammad Ali
The need of the hour is for developed countries to take immediate steps to curb climate-changing activities, and to simultaneously help developing countries adopt means to limit this impact in the near future

The 15th annual climate change 
summit in Copenhagen is going on at present. As the multidimensional threats of an altering global climate become more evident, the current summit is marked by increased participation of delegates as well as by more rigorous protests by environmentalists. 
According to many environmental activists and representatives of the most vulnerable nations in the world, industrialised nations flourished in part because they were able to burn fossil fuel indiscriminately for decades, and the impact of those emissions is only now being recognised as climate change. Now as the planet is warming up unnaturally, it will lead to heightened water scarcity, intensified flooding and droughts, and worsening of infectious diseases. All of these impacts will hit developing countries harder, due to their lack of adequate mechanisms, even if they have not yet had the chance to burn fossil fuels in large quantities. 
The need of the hour is for developed countries to take immediate steps to curb climate-changing activities, and to simultaneously help developing countries adopt means to limit this impact in the near future. It has been encouraging to see that many nations, including the US and China, have come to these latest talks for global climate change with a willingness to reduce carbon emissions. But there is still a wide gap between just how deep these cuts need to be and how rich nations should aid the poor countries in adapting to and mitigating global warming.
For our part of the world, it is particularly important to note that the Copenhagen summit has redrawn attention to the very serious impact of warming temperatures on the Himalayan glaciers. While it is still difficult to provide a comprehensive assessment of climate change on the tens of thousands of glaciers in the Himalayan range, varied scientific studies indicate that as much as a third of these glaciers are melting very fast. Such disturbing findings had prompted the global warming assessment by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change back in 2007 to warn that the glaciers in the Himalayas were receding faster than at any other place worldwide. 
It has further been pointed out that the Himalayan glaciers melting will have a much more immediate and direct impact on human beings then the eventual threat posed by the melting polar glaciers. This is because of the fact that a vast population is dependent on the river systems fed by the Himalayan glaciers.
If the Himalayan glaciers begin to melt at these predicted rates, the results will indeed be catastrophic. High-mountain states like Nepal and Bhutan could suffer severe flash floods as glacial lakes begin overflowing due to the accelerated melting. Countries with no direct links with the Himalayas — like the Maldives, Sri Lanka and Bangladesh — will also suffer from sea-level rise caused by the glacial melt. Since the major rivers of the Himalayas are shared by states that have already engaged in violent conflicts over the past half-century — India, Pakistan and China — the threat of new wars breaking out over water disputes cannot be denied either. Existing water sharing frameworks, such as the already strained Indus Water Basin Treaty between India and Pakistan, would also become redundant, if the Himalayan glaciers that act as natural water reservoirs themselves begin depleting. 
There is already a widening gap between water supplies and water needs within this region, especially in South Asia. The International Water Management Institute has declared most of South Asia to already be facing water scarcity. As population expands, and economic growth further increases competition for water used in agriculture and industry, this situation will worsen. The multiple impacts of climate change in addition to the glacial melt — which can alter rainfall levels, worsen droughts and cause many other complications — would significantly add to these existing water woes.
Within Pakistan itself, the effects of the melting Himalayas will be varied. Initially, the glacial melt may increase existing water-flows, which will exacerbate flooding. Thereafter, the water-flows into our rivers will begin to diminish drastically. 
We already know the environmental impact of reduced inflows into the rivers due to the creation of dams or the lack of adequate rainfall. Thus less water is reaching the wetlands for instance, and this leads to the severe degradation of existing ecosystems. Environmentalists have pointed out the example of Keti Bandar to illustrate the existence of such detrimental impacts. Keti Bandar used to be one of the richest ports in the coastal belt of the country, which bordered both shores of the Indus River delta. This area used to be well known for its rich mangroves ecosystem, its productive agriculture, as well as a busy seaport. This is no longer the case. The landscape is now barren in Keti Bandar. Water-logging and salinity seem to have become insurmountable problems and the intruding sea, due to a decreasing flow of river waters, has destroyed most of the coastal villages. As a result, thousands of peasant families and the indigenous fisher-folk communities have had to migrate to other areas in search of other means of livelihood.
It is feared that the melting of the Himalayan glaciers will massively enhance such environmental consequences. Increased change in water levels within our rivers will affect the lives of many more people living in low-lying areas, due to the increased risk of being inundated. Another thing which will happen is the increased susceptibility of major agriculture zones to flooding and thereafter to droughts, which will in turn play havoc on the lives of farming communities across Pakistan, especially poorer households, which are socially, politically and economically most vulnerable. 
The health of millions would be affected by diarrhoea-related diseases, associated with floods and drought, which will become more prevalent. Intensifying rural poverty is likely to increase internal migration and the unsustainable growth of cities. Given the enormity of such potential impacts, adaptation and mitigation measures are critically important.
There is not much evidence of due attention being paid to awareness raising or focusing on the need to adopt climate change coping mechanisms. Conservation of water and land resources is vital. Common practices such as use of wood for fuel, overgrazing, over-fishing, contamination of fresh water and desertification need to be replaced by more sustainable alternatives. It is the responsibility of our decision makers to put in place effective measures to do so, with the active participation of the populace.

