Ecological crisis in the offing
By Maqbool Ahmad Bhatty

RECENTLY, our official information media has been engaged in projecting the positive achievements of President Musharraf’s seven years in power. Compared to the stagnation of the 1990s, there has doubtless been an improvement in the macro-indicators with a perceptible increase in the rate of growth and foreign exchange reserves, a near-doubling of exports accompanied by a welcome increase in foreign direct investment. Forecasts of our becoming another Asian tiger and a regional hub of trade and commerce are not misplaced.

However, warnings are being increasingly sounded about the manner in which the resources of our planet are being depleted, especially water and energy resources. In other respects also, there are perils inherent in the exponential increase in the population without the planning that must go into maintaining a balance between the resources and their use.

The attention not only of environmentalists but also of the entire UN system is being focused on the dangers mankind faces on account of the neglect of the earth as the home of man. Though a comprehensive Kyoto Protocol was signed in 2000 on the environment, with the support of the Clinton administration, the successor administration headed by President George Bush reneged on its commitments mainly out of concern for US commercial interests. Bush’s unilateralist foreign policy, and reliance on power have retarded efforts for better management of the global challenges. Already, some of the consequences of the errors of omission and commission are there for us to see.

The current year was proclaimed as the year of desertification, a threat confronting the livelihood of millions spread over Africa and Asia. The phenomenon of desertification is one facet of global warming, which is the result of the accumulated carbon dioxide emissions over a century of industrialisation, including the rising number of automobiles. The onus for this must lie with the affluent countries. Though the approaching exhaustion of fossil fuels may compel some reforms, the adverse consequences of global warming resulting from earlier neglect are already upon us. And Pakistan is already among the countries and regions most seriously affected.

The global warming process has a catastrophic effect on the capacity of the earth to sustain its growing population. Rising temperatures have an adverse effect on the semi-arid regions that adjoin major deserts, such as those in Africa, South Asia and China. The cold zones of the earth, where glaciers and ice cover have provided precious reservoirs of fresh water, are also adversely affected, and again the water resources contained in our northern regions are under threat. Thus, timely notice of both these threats is urgently necessary, accompanied by well-coordinated action at the national and international levels.

The Thar desert is encroaching constantly on the agricultural lands of southeastern Punjab and eastern Sindh. The glaciers in our mountains in the north have been affected by global warming and their storage capacity is going down as the level of the sea rises along our coast flooding the mangrove forests of the Indus delta.

The financial and economic managers of the country, especially those at the policymaking level need to be more urgently aware of the dangers arising from the neglect of the environment virtually since independence.

Certain problems of the environment had been identified much earlier, notably the phenomenon of soil erosion caused by the reckless cutting down of forests. As the rate of population growth increased, trees were cut in community land brought under cultivation. In the Punjab, the building of canals for irrigation also brought substantial areas under cultivation, though some irrigated forests were also created to provide wood for construction, etc.

By the time Pakistan came into being, only five per cent of the territory of West Pakistan (present-day Pakistan) was under forests, whereas the desirable percentage for ecological balance is supposed to be 25 per cent. Despite the launching of tree plantation campaigns every year, and sometimes twice a year, we have not achieved success for lack of follow-up and commitment. One exception has been the planting of several million trees in Islamabad. Even here, the latest phase of civic development has played havoc with the tree cover of the capital.

The presence of more than three million Afghan refugees, many of whom arrived with their domestic animals, denuded the adjoining areas of vegetation and also contributed to soil erosion. Therefore, the problems of deforestation and soil erosion have been exacerbated.

With its relatively high rate of population increase, which translates into greater pressure on its living space and natural resources, Pakistan must be seen and managed as a disadvantaged country. We are already experiencing water shortages, both for agriculture and urban use. Global warming will become a factor in desertification, and the depletion of the snow and glacier reservoirs of water. Unfortunately, the benefits of a salubrious environment remain limited to the housing colonies of the privileged. Even when funds are provided for improving roads, sewage facilities etc, they often end up in the pockets of corrupt individuals.

This constitutes the most serious, as well as the most visible, aspect of the damage to the environment, that is a result of population increase. This can be best described as the degradation of the environment owing to combined effects of various aspects of poverty. The major part of the population tends to be concentrated in poorly planned villages and slums. The arrangements for sewage and waste disposal are non-existent, so that not only is the quality of life affected by stinking water, but also the threats to health multiply. Indeed, the level of healthcare and physical well-being has declined, as diseases, like tuberculosis are resurfacing and new threats like hepatitis, and even dengue fever are making their appearance. Major cities like Karachi, Lahore and Faisalabad present a pathetic picture even after light rains.

With nearly 30 per cent of the population living below the poverty line and another 50 per cent living at the subsistence level, our ranking in the human welfare level has been going down.

Though we have created a ministry of environment, its role and effectiveness remain limited. If we wish to see desirable results we have to adopt a holistic approach, assessing the environmental impact of major development projects, and linking even their location to optimum land use. Too much arable land is being lost to other uses. Not only the federal government but also the provincial and district authorities should be involved in achieving the goal of afforestation and the provision of land for social and cultural use as well as for wildlife reserves. A master plan would be needed, to protect the environment, and vital natural resources. An early campaign should be launched to revive wastelands.

Since the overall objective is the management of the planet as a whole, the UN must entrust a major role to its regional commissions and specialised agencies. The importance of regional cooperation cannot be over-emphasised. In this year of desertification, the relevance of cooperation with China, that is losing 10 million square kilometres annually to desertification, is obvious. We can celebrate our successes, but need to be mindful of the formidable challenges confronting us.
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