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AN annual rainfall of 250-500mm is too low and erratic to sustain natural vegetation and allow planning forestation and regeneration programmes. Forests and woodland constitute about 4.8 per cent or 4.224 million hectares of total land in the country as compared to the average 30 per cent for the world. 

The per capita forest is only 0.037 hectares against the world’s average of one hectare. The main obstacles in sustainable management of forest resources include frequent droughts, poor economic conditions, and lack of livelihood alternatives, political will and good governance. 

High population growth rate is one of main reasons behind the rapid deterioration of physical environment and natural resource base. At the global level, WWF is lobbying governments to establish an ecologically friendly network of protected areas covering at least 10 per cent each of the world’s forest types. 

The share of Sindh in the country’s total forest is only 0.678 million hectares or about 16 per cent. Out of this, 35 per cent is riverian and 51 per cent coastal. According to Sindh Forest department reports, forest resources especially those of Sindh are depleting due to natural, social and official constraints. 

According to a study, the riverian forests of Sindh, mostly growing along Indus River in the flood plains over 241,000 hectares are disappearing fast. Every year extensive areas of arable agricultural and forestlands are degraded and turned into wasteland over time, due to natural causes or human intervention. 

The mangrove forests are located at four geographic locations along the 1046km coastline. The Indus delta constitutes 98 per cent of coastal forests. The mangrove forests of Sindh, once the sixth largest in the world, used to cover 26,000 kilometres. Due to a combination of natural causes and human exploitation, the area has now decreased to 2,600km. 

The Sindh forest department had administrative control over 280,470 hectares on the Indus Delta mangroves, the Board of Revenue controlled 260,000 hectares, Port Qasim Authority 64,400 hectares and Karachi Port Trust 2,547 hectares. 

Mangrove forests under Sindh government and Port Qasim Authority are categorised as protected forests under the provisions of Forest Act 1927. 

However, the mangroves are shrinking at a rapid rate due to various biotic (living organisms) and abiotic (environmental degradation) reasons. 

Around 54 per cent population in Sindh is using wood which is resulting in deforestation. In addition to this construction of dams/barrages on the upper reaches of the river Indus for hydroelectric power and irrigation works have significantly reduced the discharge of fresh water into the lower Indus basin resulting in disappearance of about 100,000 acres of forests. 

Heavy floods of 1978, 1988, 1992 and 1997 also altered the course of river Indus in many places, especially in the lower reaches damaging the riverian forests of Sindh. Thus the main causes of deforestation are water shortage, poverty in rural areas, over population and its pressure on natural resources, felling of trees for fuel and timber, over-grazing and poor law and order situation. 

Apart from these, the social system that affected our ecosystem involves illicit woodcutting, encroachment in cultivation, illiteracy, rapid population growth, poor rural development and lack of awareness. Official negligence is also a reason behind such damages. 

The report also discusses new challenges that are affecting the Sindh forests; the most important among them is the climate change. Due to change in climate, average rainfall in the province has considerably reduced. Poverty, food insecurity and bio-diversity conservation are rapidly changing their shape in this new world, resulting in worst impact on ecology. 

Depletion in forest areas not only threatens sustainability of agricultural production system but also endangers the economy of the province with serious impact on socio-economic development and ecological balance. 

It is feared that if deforestation is not stopped in the province only 20 per cent of forests will be left within next 25 years. Large scale deforestation is also rapidly increasing environmental degradation causing rise in various fatal diseases. 

Realising the gravity of the situation, various schemes are under consideration both at the governmental and non-governmental levels. But the mangroves under the administrative control of Sindh Board of Revenue and Karachi Port Trust have not been assigned a legal protection status. 

However now a proposal to declare the entire mangrove of the Indus Delta as ‘protected forest’ is being finalised by the Mangrove Conservation Committee headed by Chief Secretary of Sindh. 

Apart from this, the Sindh Forest Department had completed various development initiatives like raising plantations, effort to introduce extinct species, setting up seed orchards, awareness raising and education. In addition to this, a comprehensive plan for surveillance and rehabilitation had also been submitted to the provincial government. 

It is feared that if urgent steps were not taken to redress the worsening problem, the situation may prove to be calamitous not only for the ecology of the province but also for the poor, most of whom directly or indirectly depend on forests for their livelihood. 

