Quarrying mutilates the Margallas: •All stone crushing units to be stopped at every cost: Pak-EPA •Veiled warning by operators 
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ISLAMABAD, Sept 27: With every passing minute, brutal destruction of the Margalla Hills continues. 

Subjected to the ravages of indiscriminate industrial development, the ugly scars created and the irreparable damage done to the beautiful Margallas by the stone crushing machines are evident even to a layman and need no expert opinion.

Despite outcries from government departments, environmentalists and conscientious objectors, stone crushers eat up the Margallas as if they were untouchable.

Only recently, Stone Crusher Owners Association Taxila chairman Khwaja Javaid Akhtar warned that, “The stone crushing sites are situated along the Grand Trunk (GT) Road, a sensitive location. The issue will not only generate unrest and law and order situation but also invite litigation.”

“They commit wrongs and then they have the audacity to threaten us,” said Pakistan Environment Protection Agency (Pak-EPA) Director General Asif Khan. “Worst – the threat went out to the prime minister, Punjab chief minister, secretary Ministry of Culture, CDA chairman and the Mines and Minerals Department.”

The Margallas fall in the environmentally and historically sensitive areas. The five stone crushers operating in the Margalla National Park are illegal and will be stopped at every cost in a matter of days, Mr Khan said in an assuring tone, adding that 19 others operating in the Islamabad Capital Territory would also be stopped.

“But owners of the 19 crushers went to the court, further complicating the matter. We need a landmark ruling from the courts to protect the Margallas,” he asserted.

The Pak-EPA chief said same was the case with Fecto that obtained a stay of execution back in 1991 and had played havoc with the Margalla Hills.

“In 2001, Fecto was given permanent injunction orders to operate. Hills after hills have disappeared. They all must be stopped if we wish to save our Margalla Hills,” Mr Khan said.

Fighting this tough battle to save the heritage, both manmade and natural, an official with the Ministry of Culture said: “They may not be operating in the Taxila Conservation Zone, but damage from continuous blasting to this great heritage is inevitable.”

According to Pak-EPA and the Punjab government’s Mines and Minerals Department, three licenses were issued to stone crushers to operate in the buffer zone with the condition to rehabilitate the disfigured landscape features.

“The government had asked nothing in return but that owners of the crushers revegetate quarried faces because the ecological and environmental effects of stone extraction are far-reaching and extreme, causing complete destruction of the overlying ecosystem. But nothing has been done,” said Asif Khan, adding that, “Instead, they have destroyed the very character of the hills."

So much so, Pakistan Railways had been drawing all the stone from the Sangjani stone crusher since 1922 to lay the bed for its tracks.

“The final blow to the stone crusher mafia will only come from President (Asif Ali) Zardari who saved the Margallas before when he shut down some 30 stone crushing units operating in the proximity of the ruins of Taxila,” said the Pak-EPA director general.

“Despite recommendations by the Mines and Minerals Department to regularise stone crushers, Punjab chief Minister has come to the rescue, rejecting the proposal and ordering not a single license or lease to be resurrected,” Mr Khan said. 

