One more comes down
By Afia Salam


The cutting and felling of trees in a posh Karachi locality, damaging the eco system, needs immediate attention of the authorities concerned
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FORGIVE me if this does not read like an article. Blame it on my agitated frame of mind. It isn’t as if I had never experienced personal loss before. But the kind of anger that I experienced a few days ago was rare when I saw that the crackle of branches of a tree I was hearing was not of KESC staff trying to remove branches about to touch electric wires, but a team of woodcutters chopping down an entire tree which was planted over two decades ago and had grown to over 30ft in height.

On demanding an explanation, the team leader showed a letter issued by the CCB to a wood contractor for cutting off ‘684 standing green eucalyptus trees’ and auction the wood — the letter had directed them to complete the task by 31-5-2006. The reasons given were that the trees used up subsoil water, caused asthma, and their roots damaged pipelines.

As has been pointed out in reports on the issue elsewhere in the press, the reason why they were planted in DHA and Clifton was that they could lower subsoil water and help combat salinity. As far as asthma is concerned, all decongestants use eucalyptus oil, while it has been known to purify the air.

The only understandable reason was that its roots may spread to damage the pipelines but then the roots were not taken out at all, according to the contractor’s man, they planned on putting a chemical that would burn the roots along with all other plants and soil nutrients, quite unmindful of the hazard the chemical might pose if it seeped into the pipelines.

Each corresponding chop on the wood raised my level of anger a notch and thus commenced a frenetic telephone activity when I tried to get an explanation for the move as I saw the futility of talking to the contractor’s team which was only doing its job.
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No one at the CCB was willing to say anything except that ‘is ka order ooper se aya hai.’ The calls alternated between the CCB and friends in the media and the NGOs whose help I tried to enlist while in the background I could continuously hear the agonising sound of branches cracking and falling with a thud.

Tired of getting the answers that ‘sahab meeting main hain’ or ‘sahab site pur hain’ and not available on any cell phone number, I decided to do something drastic and had one big branch carried into the driveway, which elicited an immediate and threatening response from the contractor who said this could not be done and immediately dialled his ‘sahab’s’ number.

The sahab in question, head of the CCB Horticulture Division, seemed to be a pucca sahab whose short, curt answer to protests and appeals of explanations was that the order came from the Ministry of Defence and would be carried out despite protests from citizens as they had no right to an inch of space outside their boundary walls, and could not be given reasons for everything — true to the syndrome of “Big Brother knows best” that all DHAs and Cantonment Boards all over the country adopt. I wonder why the tribal belt is known as the illaqa ghair! Needless to say that by the time I was through with these frustrating calls, the number of this tree was up and all that remained of it was the stub above the root.

What really took the cake was when through an environment- related NGO, the head of the Environmental Department of DHA — yes, it has a whole department — was approached. She hadn’t a clue as to what was going on and was very agitated about the fact that not only was she not asked about the campaign, she was not even informed about its commencement.
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‘The dreaded document that caused the tree to come down




This is the real reason why the loss of a tree nurtured for so many years evoked feelings of anger rather than mere sadness. The authoritarian attitude that simply disregards the role of civil society in decision-making and the lack of transparency in action are at the core of so many actions that produce disastrous results. When law-makers stand above the law, it is up to the citizens to make a noise and get noticed.

Being technically correct isn’t always the same as being ethical. The smug answer I received that an ad had been placed announcing the tree cutting campaign could not be enough. That advertisement did not share any research that prompted the decision to cut down species, neither did it invite any comments and objections from civil society or environment experts. The DHA itself has not done any environmental impact assessment on the effects of this particular species of trees or the disturbance in the environment that this wanton cutting will cause, as these trees housed many nests of birds, many of which, it may be mentioned, died, during the felling.

DHAs and Cantonment Boards must not be allowed to disregard civil society opinions and be accountable and open like city governments. Even if they are taking decisions for residents’ benefit, in the new climate of accountability that is in vogue, they must share the reasons for their decisions.

Here, one must also highlight the role the media can, and has, played by bringing to attention such incidents and one hopes along with other segments of civil society, the judiciary will also play its role by assisting civil society through suo moto notices so that this arbitrary manner of decision-making can be discouraged.

In the end, there is just one question: if the trees were being cut because of an altruistic reason to safeguard the health of residents which was at risk because of their leaves, how come mounds of leaves were left to litter the roads while the wood was immediately carted away by the contractors? Shouldn’t the wood be given to the residents who nurtured it for so many years in the face of adverse conditions that were present for any kind of plant growth in this particular part of the city due to its close proximity to the sea? How can the CCB make money through residents’ hard work?

