	Thoughtless and greedy development
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	By Imtiaz Gul



Following dozens of deaths and destruction worth hundreds of millions of dollars from the flooding in the Indonesian capital Jakarta, the Minister for Environment Rachmat Witoelar publicly admitted that excessive construction on water catchment areas served as the major cause for floods. (AFP, February 4, 2005)

"Excessive construction on natural drainage areas led to the floods…there are too many malls in the city," the minister told the official Antara news agency, after swathes of Jakarta remained submerged in water until February 4, forcing thousands of residents of low-lying areas to spend the night in the open. He pointed out, and it is equally true for Pakistan, that developers did not pay enough attention to the ecological impact of their projects in the city where 78 zones have been identified as having a flood risk.

This statement reminds us of the scenes witnessed in Karachi after one of the heaviest monsoon rains in 2006, when roads and underpasses were floating in water, rendering tens of thousands of people stranded in work places or at home. If looked at critically, Karachi is no different from Jakarta, and it will not be surprising at all if one day this city faces the same fate as did Jakarta in recent days.

The thoughtless and helter-skelter development -- housing schemes and commercial towers one after the other -- are obliterating the environmental face of the city but the greed of developers knows no limits. Like vultures, politically strong and economically unbeatable groups are piling up concrete structures on Karachi, with little regard for consequences of even a small natural disaster such as an earthquake or a spell of torrential rain.

Concerned friends and environmentalist groups in Karachi are running from pillar to post to draw the Sindh government's attention to the increasing number of high rise buildings currently under construction in areas such as Lyari and Bihar colony, most of which they believe can be raised only with the alleged connivance of the authorities concerned because every new construction or expansion of the existing structures violates the basic guidelines for a healthy environment like compulsory open space, fresh air and sunlight.

As if this were not enough, the federal government has announced the conversion of Budho and Bundal islands (1.5 kilometres off the coast of Karachi) into tourist resorts and recreational spots. Although the provincial government is showing its teeth to Islamabad over proprietary rights, it seems those opposing it would subside once shown some olive branches in the proposed cities. The project is to be developed by a Dubai-based developer, Diamond Bar Island City. High-rise buildings, recreational facilities and diplomatic enclaves are planned for the two islands for income generation, infrastructure development and investment promotion. But the question concerned people are asking is at what cost?

It seems to be another ecological disaster, with little care about the cost that human lives in the region shall have to pay in the long run. Experts say both islands are ecologically sensitive and their habitat will suffer if the government goes ahead with the development project. Mangroves are likely to give way to sky scrappers, thus jeopardising the aquatic balance and hydrology of the region at stake. The destruction of mangroves will also adversely impact the marine resources; impede the growth of coral reefs and the dwarfed Indus dolphin. These developments are likely to deprive local fishermen of their livelihoods as well as pollute the water.

But who cares about the poor or the environment? As of now, no environment impact assessment has been carried out for the two islands, a contravention not only of the international environment covenants but also of Pakistan's own environment protection laws.

One wonders whether organisations such as the WWF, IUCN, NIC, SPDI, Marine Reference Collection at the University of Karachi, the Sindh Fisheries Department and so many others can muster support and gather courage to stand up against the developers' mafia and somehow force the government into a more cautious approach rather than rushing towards developing new resorts at cities. By allowing local and foreign builders a reckless construction spree, the government runs the risk of mortgaging the country's environmental future. Luminaries like General Musharraf, Shaukat Aziz, Benazir Bhutto or Nawaz Sharif come and go but the dominant majority of Pakistanis will stay here and it is their right to ask for a better and protected environment. The civil society must stand up and speak for these people. So must the international community which is investing huge sums in the social sector. 



(To be concluded)
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