Nature did not act alone 
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MUCH has been written about the damage caused by the floods in Pakistan. It is believed that this is the worst disaster to have afflicted the country. Some have called it a crisis of biblical proportions. 

The loss of life has not been as great as those in other natural and man-made disasters in the country. It is nowhere near the human loss caused by the earthquake of 2005 when tens of thousands of people were killed in the tremor. But the damage to the economy — particularly to the assets created by the state and by the people themselves — has been huge. 

There is much speculation about the extent of the damage caused. More than 1,600 people have died, drowned when they could not escape the rushing waters. More will die — and more are dying — as various water-borne illnesses begin to affect the millions of people who have left their homes and taken refuge on high ground. 

About six million people are said to have been displaced and 20 million have been directly or indirectly affected. The numbers are still being worked out but a safe guess would be that assets worth $25-50bn were either destroyed or severely damaged. Unless they are repaired or rebuilt, this will result in a loss of 0.5 to one per cent of GDP every year for many years to come. Before the country begins to mount a programme of recovery, it would help to reflect a bit on what caused the disaster. 

Was it Mother Nature alone that caused the havoc or was abetted by man? If the latter, what can be done to ensure that there is no repeat of the summer of 2010? The rains that brought the recent floods were heavy but not unprecedented to cause the huge floods. Floods were common in what is now Pakistan; in the 1950s and the 1960s they came periodically and did a great deal of damage. 

Lahore, Pakistan’s second largest city, was hit a number of times by the Ravi when the river’s normal channel could not contain the water brought by heavy rains in the catchment areas. But then the rivers that flow through Pakistan were either tamed or diverted by India for use. The Indian action was part of the treaty that Pakistan signed in 1960 that left it with three rivers of the Indus system while three others were given to India. The taming of the Pakistani rivers was done as part of the ‘water replacement works’ that were part of the treaty with India. 

Many environmental and demographic changes contributed to the tragedy. The rush of water caused by the rains would not have been that great had the forest cover in the catchment areas not been destroyed. Had the forest cover not been lost, the flow of water would have slowed down. It would have been much gentler. The damage to the environment at the other end of the system has also contributed to the crisis. 

As is the case with all major rivers that flow into the sea, wetlands provide a cushion that separates two bodies of water — the sea and the river. As was the case with the forests in the north-west, mangroves in the southeast in the Indus delta have been seriously downgraded. The sea, by sending waves upstream, now prevents the easy flow of water into it from the great river. Any plan to address the problem caused by the floods will have to deal with these two environmental catastrophes. 

To these we should add a third caused by the occupation by people of the katcha, the land on either side of the Indus but particularly on the river’s left bank, left empty for the river to use when the amount of water flowing through it could not be accommodated in the main channels. The katcha area became a part of the river every 10 or so years. When the river receded it left a lot of rich soil deposits in the area. This land was cultivated but not settled on. The British who originally built the large irrigation system in what are now the plains of Pakistan recognised the extreme vulnerability of the katcha and did not permit settlement there. But this was not strictly observed. 

Once the river was tamed by the water works on its upper reaches, there was little fear that it would be imprudent to throw permanent roots into this piece of agricultural real estate. Large landlords of the area encroached on the katcha, settling their tenants there, who then went on to construct permanent dwellings in the area. Much of the damage to housing was in this part of the Indus plain. 

Global climate change has also contributed to the disaster. The summer of 2010 was one of the hottest on record. It caused the Himalayan glaciers to melt at a faster than normal rate which added to the amount of water that flowed through the Indus and its tributaries. However, the future will be different as the amount of water trapped in the glaciers gets depleted because of global warming. Pakistan’s future has more drought than floods. 

Demography has also played a part in producing the crisis. In the 1950s and 1960s, when floods were common, Pakistan’s population was about 40 million. Now it is 170 million, more than four times larger. This pressure of population has resulted in the use of land that is not suitable for human habitation. Most of that land is now under water. 

Any long-term and sustainable solution to the problem of floods, therefore, must address these environmental and demographic problems. The floods have caused great damage and suffering. They may also have created an opportunity for action to restore the economic and social health of the vast Indus plain. One can only hope that those who govern will turn this crisis into an opportunity for development and reform

