Frozen project, ‘development refugees’
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REHMAN, 40, father of six children who works as a mason in a small construction company in Mirpur, Azad Kashmir, faces an uncertain future. His family fears eviction from its home without alternative housing arrangement that was promised when the government commenced the Mangla Dam raising project in 2004.
The man is desperate and threatens to camp on the highway with his children, belongings and livestock if the government tries to evict him forcibly. There are several hundred others like Rehman in the project area facing similar fate and are thinking of extreme actions to compel the authorities to honour their commitment to the affected families.

The country is said to be losing Rs18 billion annually because of non-utilisation of Mangla Dam raising project. And there is a need to invest about one and a half billion rupees, according to the people in know of things, for the settlement of affected families and to make the project operational over the next few months.

An objective assessment of the issue, based on study and views of the stakeholders depicts the gravity of the situation. Any misstep by the government has potential to ignite public agitation in Azad Kashmir.

“Set aside political dimensions, the opportunity cost of the lingering issue of resettlement of affected families is too high for the economy. The total cost of relocation of such families would be around one billion rupees. According to estimates, per year loss to the government for not using the completed project has been projected at Rs18 billion. Apart from the loss incurred over the last year and a half, the quantum of damage will keep on multiplying at this rate till the land is cleared for filling”, said an expert.

Mehmud Khan, Commissioner Mangla Dam Affairs, confirmed that the government intends to complete water filling of the Mangla project as soon as possible but impounding has not been completed as alternate housing for affected families has not been managed efficiently.

“Yes, it is in the national interest to complete the Mangla Dam raising project by water filling to 1210 feet level soon. Its completion would benefit the economy immensely. More water in reservoir will improve availability for water for irrigation and power and will go a long way in raising farm productivity and addressing the problem of energy deficit to some extent”, he said.

Commenting on why the settlement issue has not been resolved at the time of completion of the project in 2009, Mehmud Khan attributed it to lack of funds.

“The agreement with the affected families provided for an alternate plot and money within a time frame for building of alternate housing where families could shift after vacating the land. The process has not been completed so far for paucity of funds with Wapda”.

“The cost of immediate shifting will be higher as the government will have to clear all dues and pay extra for rent to those who did not receive compensation on time to get houses ready for shifting. If you ask me the blame rests with budget makers who
failed to set aside resources needed to make this key project with high opportunity cost functional”, Khan insisted.

The representatives of affected people see the problem as an outcome of both omission and commission on the part of the officials of Azad Kashmir government, Wapda and the federal government.

“I have loads of material that I am willing to show how poor people were wronged and precious resources wasted over the past seven years. Is this how you treat people who agreed to make painful adjustments for the country and its prosperity?”

Hidayatullah Shah, a representative of affected families asked.

“The agreement dictates that each family will get a plot and Rs5, 51,000 to build a two-room house. The delay and uneven location, however, escalated the cost of construction. So there are innumerable families who have incomplete houses. Besides there are still people of the area waiting for allotment orders and compensation”, Raja Tasleem Anjum another local leader told Dawn.

“The issue, if not managed on a priority basis, could open yet another front for a government besieged by complex problems of sliding economy and rising terror and crime wave”, an affected shopkeeper told Dawn over telephone from Mirpur.

“This is a perfect case of muddled up priorities, inefficiencies, corruption and the government’s insensitivity towards generous Kashmiri people willing to let their homes and graveyards burry under water for the greater good of the country” Chaudhry Saeed ex-president Federation of Pakistan Chamber of Commerce and Industry told Dawn over telephone from Mirpur Azad Kashmir.

The internally displaced people, for whom writer Arundhiti Roy coined the expression of ‘development refugees’, seems to be waiting for the attention of policy makers. “We are poor but patient people. It would, however, be unfair to test our patience for too long. We want leaders in Islamabad to resolve the issue amicably”, said another member of the affected community.

The government undertook Mangla dam raising project to match the growing water needs for irrigation and hydro power. The earth silting and solar evaporation reduced the capacity of the dam by about 20 per cent from the time of first impounding of the dam in 1967. Currently, the gross storage capacity of the dam has declined to 4.75 MAF from the actual design capacity of 5.88 MAF.

