Deforestation expands 
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Under the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), Pakistan had agreed to raise forest cover to seven per cent of total land by 2015 from current less than four per cent. 

But forests are depleting and their quality is also deteriorating. Among all types, the riverine forests are the hardest-hit in Sindh. 

Agro Forest Policy 2004, implemented in 2005, proved counterproductive. Trees were cut down and the land was leased for agriculture purpose to the influential people. This policy was intended to improve forest cover on vanished forest land through an incentive, allowing cultivation of 75 per cent of agriculture crop area while planting trees on remaining 25 per cent area. In absence of an effective monitoring system, the “reforestation policy” proved “deforestation policy”. 

Just after policy notification in 2005, influential landlords started cutting the forests. After deforestation, the forest department declared the land as “vanished land” and recommended to the chief minister to include it in lease schedule. The land was leased to the applicants for five years. 

Under the agro forestry policy, the maximum lease area eligible for a single applicant was 40 acres, but after signing on lease agreement, the lessee deforested several times more area in adjacent forest or in the vicinity of his lease area. In some cases, the farmers grabbed whole forest area. The agro forestry policy did not only destroy the forest cover but badly affected the ecosystem, environment and livelihood of people in Riverine area of Sindh. 

Riverine area of Sindh was producing milk, meat, fish, local honey, herbals and other food items, but now many people lost their livelihood. 

Lessees and land grabbers destroyed natural water network which recharges thousands of natural small lakes even in low flooding water in Riverine areas, which was the livelihood of local fish catchers. 

Wild life of Riverine area including Hog deer, vulture, peacock, and other precious animals and birds has been badly hit.Riverine area of Indus recharges the sweet water stores all over Sindh. After installation of thousands of tube wells in Riverine area for agriculture purpose especially when Indus is getting less water the natural network system is not recharging in required quantity. 

The present government immediately imposed ban on lease on forest lands. But it did not follow up its decision with environment-friendly and pro-poor forest policy. 

The newspaper advertisements in April 2010 by the Sindh forests minister giving deadline for voluntarily vacating the forests lands did not bring any results. Big landlords have started collecting CNICs from the widows and helpless people to get lease in their names and have submitted applications for lease. The forest officials have identified lands on these applications. These lands are supposedly in the names of poor people. 

The Samas of Sekhat who are cultivating crops on the forest land have also given applications to the forest minister for leasing out land in Khebrani Forest in the names of widows and poor people. 

To ensure positive outcome, policy should be prepared in consultation with all the stakeholders including civil society and experts from environment, forestry, agriculture, irrigation, fisheries, economics etc. An autonomous board with representation of all stakeholders should review and discuss the proposed policy document for finalisation, approval and implementation. 

Green courts or environmental tribunals should be set up at district level to take up the cases regarding cutting of trees or deliberate fire in the forests. 

Vigilance committees should be set up at district level headed by the session judge of the district to monitor the implementation of the leased out lands and provide support to the forest protection committees. 

All the remaining forest cover area should be declared as protected areas and should be recorded through GIS mapping system. The preservation of forest should be ensured by continuous monitoring. 

