Don't meddle with our park!

 

Cutting edge


I Hassan
We, the people of Pakistan, have an unbridled knack of reducing an agreeable, hospitable place to an area totally devastated and unliveable. Further, our avarice is unbridgeable.

Now take the all-important arena of town planning or urbanisation. The whole of Islamabad-Rawalpindi region, the surrounding areas, up to a radius of 25 miles, is now either built-up or is in the process of being developed. This massive activity has started to rival the conurbation of Karachi.

In this mega (twin) city, Rawalpindi started off as a small pleasant town with its population well under a million. It had, as was the wont with the British, a garden which, in the time of the British, and even after their departure, was known as Company Bagh, till its name was changed to Liaquat Bagh, in memory of Liaquat Ali Khan who was shot dead within its precincts. Anyway, the garden was known as Company Bagh because till 1857, the government was run by the East India Company which was the owner of the whole of India by that time.

The British or shall be say the East India Company had the good sense of building a large garden in every town, acting as the lungs of the town. Take Kolkata (formerly known as Calcutta). It has its Maidan. All the non-British built cities in the sub-continent were created as forts, like old Lahore which has 14 gates. It is the British, who after 1840, when they conquered the Punjab, built Lahore around the Governor House and created the large botanical garden known in their time as Lawrence Garden.

When Rawalpindi began to grow, it was bestowed another large tract in Lalazar that came to be known as 502 Workshop Park. It was, and still is, an idyllic park with a track over a mile that one can either walk or trot around. Originally, this park was a tank trial track for the tanks to trundle around.

These were the tanks that the 502 Workshop repaired and they were tried and tested here. This practice ceased when the facility of repairing tanks was moved to Wah or some other place.

Rawalpindi was uniquely endowed with another lung which existed nowhere in the sub-continent. It was called Topi Rakh and was later renamed Ayub Park. Rakh in Pothwari means a reserve. It was a delightful park that was what you might call a forest reserve where only indigenous species of trees were permitted to grow. It was a vast area and had paths in it for people to take long walks. A small gauge railway was laid that went about taking anyone who preferred not to walk. No other activity was allowed.

Then the onslaught of insensitive urbanisation started. Liaquat Park was gnawed slowly. Built up areas appeared and vegetation gradually disappeared. The total area of the park diminished and today it is anything but a park or a garden.

I happened to drive past Ayub Park on the Grand Trunk Road a few days ago. I was horrified to see that the whole area is now bereft of trees. A petrol station has been built and it seems that Liaquat Park will soon be lost to the public of Rawalpindi.

With Liaquat Bagh and Ayub Park gone, the only lung remaining for the city and the people of Rawalpindi is the 502 Workshop Park which, in his time, acquired the name of Ziaul Haq Park. Now it seems that the days of this park are also numbered. Although the Station Commander of the day confirmed three years ago that the park will remain as a park, it is now reportedly being converted into a housing estate.

Obviously, with such a prized piece of land waiting to be plucked like a ripe peach, this was only but expected in this land of ours. Nowhere in the world can people be deprived of their heritage except of course in Pakistan. Since we have no planning laws, anyone can grab even the most cherished park and there is no one to say boo or bah.

Imagine someone in England trying to turn Hyde Park into a housing estate! And there is more to Central London. There is Green Park, St James' Park and Kensington Gardens. Besides this, there are vast gardens around which houses are built. So much land but no one can touch it.

Firstly, not because there are planning laws but because whoever does it will be skinned alive by the people. Can you imagine London being destroyed thus? And there are other parks there such as Finsbury Park. Compared to London, New York is congested, lacks greenery with no trees except in parks.

The land of 502 Park in Rawalpindi presumably belongs to the Cantonment Board. It would seem no civilians are involved in the plan to change its status. So the person or persons who stand to enrich themselves from this scheme are not civilians.

Even, as is being suggested, if only a portion of the land will be taken, it will be the beginning of the end. It is also on the cards that Adiala Road has to be widened. That again will be at the expense of the 502 Park.

However desirable it is to widen Bayswater Road in London, it could never be done at the expense of an inch of Hyde Park. And however influential or rich a person might be, even if that person be Prince Charles, can such a person convert a public property such as the Kensington Gardens into a housing estate to be auctioned off?

Let the people of Rawalpindi stand up and declare, with one voice, as they have done with regard to the blasphemous cartoons, that not an acre of 502 Workshop Park will be converted into a housing scheme.

 

