‘The unkindest cut of all’
By Anwer Mooraj

THE oppressive heat in Karachi with humidity hovering around the 68 degree mark has made it increasingly difficult for the average householder to get through the day, and at times the night.

Everybody one meets says it’s the hottest summer they’ve known and that the performance of the KESC has dropped to its lowest ebb. The only people who appear to be benefiting from the soaring temperatures and who are laughing all the way to the bank are the chaps who sell generators. Even the generator repair men are doing a roaring business and are now meeting clients by appointment.

The bad news is that next year it will probably be that little bit hotter. Blame it on global warming, President Bushs infinite reluctance to implement the Kyoto protocols in full and the inability of scientists to discover a viable alternative to the use of fossil fuels. Whatever the reason, our rulers appear to have decided that in the race for the production of greenhouse gases they are not going to be outdone. And so, after depriving the people of electricity and water they have now decided to deprive them also of fresh air. What other explanation can there be for the systematic wholesale destruction of trees — nature’s bounty — in different parts of the land?

Trees have been chopped down all over the country at regular intervals from the day the star and crescent was first hoisted over Flagstaff House. They have been scraped off the mountains and the valleys in the north for firewood and elsewhere for making furniture. The sad part is replanting has not always taken place with the result that huge ecological imbalances have been produced.

However, the Karachi chapter of the slaughter took place a few years ago when a functionary of the city government had read in a pamphlet that eucalyptus trees were harmful to the human race and therefore had to be eliminated. And so row after row of tall eucalyptus trees, their sleek silver bark pointing proudly upward towards the sky, came under the axe.

Now, the eucalyptus tree might not be as beautiful as the peepul, the palm, the pine or the sturdy oak, but it certainly has its utility. In the hill station in India where our school was located we burned the leaves of the eucalyptus to chase away mosquitoes, and years later, as technological advances were made, we learned that the leaves were crushed and firmly pressed together into coils — to achieve the same purpose.

The felling bug quickly spread to other parts of the country and was given an impetus when 600 trees were cut down in Mianwali. The usual noises were made by a few environmentalists, but the axes nevertheless swung into action. It was a little different in Lahore where there was a severe reaction to the proposal to cut down 5,000 trees along the Lahore canal to widen a road. But then, the people of Lahore have always loved their trees.

This writer remembers an occasion when he visited the garden city. It was a long time ago. He doesn’t remember the month or even the year, but he does remember the fact that he happened to be sitting in the office of the editor of The Pakistan Times, when an office boy brought in a sack of letters. This was long before computers, e-mail and courier services had been introduced into the country and people communicated by long hand. Two days before, the newspaper had carried a story that the provincial government announced that the site it had selected for the high court building necessitated the chopping down of a number of tall trees. The news touched all sections of Lahore society and the reaction was tremendous.

One woman who was in her eighties wrote that she wept when she heard the news. She said that the trees had been there when she was a child and had been planted around the time of the coronation of King George the Fifth. She pointed out that some of the trees were even older. Another writer said that the trees were a national treasure and chopping them down was like defacing a part of our history.

There was one letter in particular which stood out from the rest. After expressing the usual outrage and suggesting various punishments that should be meted out to the people who took such dreadful decisions, the writer reproduced the short poem entitled Trees crafted by the American poet Alfred Joyce Kilmer on February 2, 1913. In a sense it says it all.

‘I think that I shall never see/A poem lovely as a tree/A tree whose hungry mouth is prest/Against the earth’s sweet flowing breast/A tree that looks at God all day/And lifts her leafy arms to pray/A tree that may in Summer wear/A nest of robins in her hair/Upon whose bosom snow has lain/ Who intimately lives with rain/Poems are made by fools like me/But only God can make a tree.’

In Switzerland there is a law that strictly forbids people from cutting down a tree on a mountain. If, however, a citizen happens to be a compulsive feller and can’t kick the habit, he has to plant three trees in its place and is required to look after the saplings for three months. There are similar laws in other countries. Unfortunately, nothing of the sort appears to exist in Pakistan except in housing societies managed by the military.

Fortunately, the current drama being enacted in Lahore appears to have taken a favourable turn. The chief justice of Pakistan has taken suo moto notice of the proposed felling of thousands of trees and the decimation of 60 acres of public park land along the Lahore canal for widening the road. Members of the ‘Save Lahore’ movement have requested the chief justice to allow citizens an opportunity to present alternative, sustainable development solutions to the traffic management and urban development issues facing the city.

What has emerged out of this sordid plan is the news that the widening of the road has little to do with traffic and that the plan is part of a much larger scheme to commercialise residential premises along the canal drive, as has been done in Gulberg and Model Town. When will this crass commercialisation stop? When will the authorities realise that trees and parks are the lungs of the city, and essential to life and that it is time a law was passed to protect our national assets?

