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The jungle is losing its geographical features, thanks to grabbers, encroachers, timber thieves and the Punjab government.

MUZAFFARGARH: The Ghazi Ghat jungle is rapidly losing its geographical features, thanks to grabbers, encroachers, timber thieves and last but not the least, the government itself as a Danish School, the brainchild of the incumbent chief minister, is likely to be constructed on a chunk of land gradually ‘snatched’ from the jungle. 

The vanishing jungle spreading over 2,100 acres on the eastern bank of the River Indus was once considered the `darkest’ place in this district owing to its thick plantation. 

 

Gangs of alleged criminals preferred making it their haven. The secret abodes also helped the gangsters precisely execute ‘jungle warfare’ against any possible invasion, mainly by the personnel of police or other law-enforcement agencies, in hot pursuits. 

There are four jungles in this district which are under the control of the Punjab Forestry Department. The Essanwala jungle spreads over 7,072 acres, Ghazi Ghat 2,106, Ahmed Mohana 2,306 and Bait Sohni 698 acres. 

Though the government announces plantation drive twice a year, not even a single sapling is planted in the fast shrinking Ghazi Ghat jungle over the years. 

 

Rather, the existing trees are being chopped down one after the other, giving the once most shadowy place in this district a ‘bald’ look. 

The environmental degradation owing to cutting of trees is yet another factor being perpetually overlooked by the government agencies responsible for preserving the forests. A lot of wildlife has lost its natural habitat and warnings of eco-warriors are going unheeded. 

According to forestry parameters, plantation of around 725 trees per acre is requisite to give that piece of land status of a jungle. 

But, during a recent visit to the jungle, this correspondent found that this 2,106-acre jungle did not have roughly 2,100 trees in toto and has turned into a terrain dotted with scattered farms and settlements. 

 

It looked nothing more than a private hedge. “Influential politicians have occupied most of the jungle land,” Malik Talib Chan, a local landlord, told Dawn. 

A forests department official confirmed this fact and said the department had launched an operation in 2007 during which as many as 3,300 acres of land was retrieved from grabbers/encroachers throughout the district. 

The Ghazi Ghat jungle started falling prey to timber mafia in early 1990s, the official said and added that so far only 56 thieves had been booked under the relevant law, but almost all of them had got themselves freed after paying a petty fine, in many cases to the tune of just Rs500. 

There are 130 posts of guards in the district forests department and 10 are still lying vacant. Departmental bosses also did not take any action against the officials who sold costly timber obtained from trees grown over thousands of acres of land at a throwaway price. 

Another official said most of the trees were chopped down because members of criminal gangs, like Bosan and Nonari, had made the jungle their hideout. 

 

On this pretext alone, sources alleged, the department ‘stealthily’ allowed the cutting of trees on a large scale. The gangsters, however, migrated to some safe havens across the river. 

Abid Wahoocha, a local, said forests department officials themselves contacted locals and saw owners to misappropriate expensive timber. He alleged the police were among the major patrons of the timber mafia. 

Ghulam Fareed, a local, said former district forests officer Atif Niazi and his team raided the jungle two years ago on his complaint and caught some members of the timber mafia cutting trees illegally. 

 

Though the forests officials got the thieves arrested, they got themselves released from police custody in a couple of hours. 

On the other hand, the forests officials said they had not conducted any auction of trees. However, they did sell the trees randomly and deposit the proceeds with the exchequer. 

According to sources, the construction of a Danish School on a chunk of forest land is on the cards. During a visit to the district, the chief minister had ordered the construction of the school on which its feasibility study was conducted and, according to sources, a site had been selected in Ghazi Ghat jungle. 



District Forests Officer Liaquat Gulzar said though he was a newcomer, he had formed a conservation team that would number the trees and look them after properly. 

He said the department’s operation against timber mafia had failed because influential politicians and officials were among their patrons. 

 

He said those who were booked in cases also got themselves freed by greasing the palms of the officials concerned.

