Saving Manchhar Lake from contamination
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WORK on the Right Bank Outfall Drain-II is held up since 2008 with the government apparently undecided over the project execution. The RBOD-II was designed to rehabilitate Asia’s biggest freshwater lake Manchhar.
The RBOD-II was designed to bypass the lake to carry wastewater to the Arabian Sea. If funds are released now and work resumed without hindrance, it could be completed by 2014.

Launched by former president Pervez Musharraf, the project was to be completed by January 2006. Its structure on the right bank of the River Indus was damaged in super floods of 2010. About 60-70 per cent of the work has been completed but contractors and sub-contractors remain unpaid for some of their work.

The fate of RBOD-II hangs in the balance. Reservations over the project pertaining to its design and impact on environment were overruled to start work.

Sindh Finance Minister Syed Murad Ali Shah, a former irrigation minister, questioned the viability of RBOD-II though he could not take a decision on its completion or otherwise.

A meeting, presided over by President Asif Ali Zardari, was held to discuss rain-related losses to the lower Sindh region in September with representatives of farmers bodies of Sindh. The president hinted at alternative proposals. Abdul Majeed Nizamani, Sindh Abadgar Board president, was told by president Zardari that the government was considering storing treated drain water in the Manchhar lake to be used in agriculture in case of water shortage.

“We were told that saline water of the drain can be treated. The same can be stored in Manchhar lake,” says Nizamani. The government believes that cost of treatment of wastewater can be met through recovered salts from saline water, he notes.

“Maintenance and operational cost of desalination will be huge,” he says. The RBOD-II should not be abandoned as it has already consumed billions of rupees, he says.

Environmentalist and water experts were questioning environmental impact assessment (EIA) of RBOD-II, terming it weak.

Still, experts like Idris Rajput and Naseer Memon believed the project to be of significant importance to rehabilitate Manchhar lake.

Mr Rajput believes that proposal of desalination plant is not feasible given its treatment capacity and in view of experience of desalination plant established by the Defence Housing Authority (DHA) in Karachi. This idea is not going to work, he says. “If we want to save Manchhar, the RBOD-II has to be completed. I was secretary irrigation when this project was being designed and the government was considering draining wastewater into River Indus, I had resisted the plan. Then it was decided to take wastewater to sea through RBOD,” he says.

“If there are environment related problems, the same can be resolved but on its basis the project can’t be abandoned. It is not advisable. The RBOD-II can be connected to a drain that is part of Kotri Surface Drainage and falls into Gharo creek. This drain can be used as an outfall structure instead of building a separate one for the RBOD-II,” he says.

Naseer Memon also opposes the idea of treating saline water too. “We are not even able to run Public Health Engineering schemes of sewerage and water supply. How are we going to treat effluent, is mind-boggling,” he says. The RBOD-II can’t be abandoned. There are some issues. For instance, he says, the drain gets narrower with the River Indus in Jamshoro district and threatens freshwater aquifers.

Likewise, paths of hill torrents run parallel to drain’s right bank at Bhago Toro hills which may jeopardise its structure when there are heavy rains. There is a possibility that rainwater can hit the structure and ultimately saline water will overtop or damage left bank of the drain to enter the river. “Therefore civil society representatives and experts should be taken on board and answers to these questions be found,” he says. “They should discuss experience of LBOD where backflow of water damaged it,” he says. Alterations in RBOD design, wherever needed, can be made carefully.

The RBOD-II project starts where the Main Nara Valley (MNV) drain, which emanates from Hamal lake in upper Sindh, ends.

MNV has now been converted into RBOD-I. Another drain known as RBOD-III is being built in Qambar Shahdadkot district to carry effluent from Balochistan to finally drain it in RBOD-II. The RBOD-II will then carry wastewater to the Arabian Sea – its ultimate destination – through Gharo Creek in the coastal district of Thatta.

Musharraf regime had taken the decision to build RBOD through Wapda but finally the task was given to the Sindh government
that is having it constructed through FWO. Its first completion date was January 1, 2006. Now it is supposed to be implemented by December 2014.

Officials point out that overall physical progress of RBOD-II is 71 per cent at a revised cost of Rs29.12 billion against its previous estimated cost of Rs14 billion. It is a 273km long drain. Initially, it was supposed to carry 2,271 cusecs of saline water but now its capacity has been increased to 3,500 cusecs. Shortage of funds have delayed its completion. In year 2008-09, against allocation of Rs4,000 million, only Rs1,500 million were released by the government.

Following the 18th amendment that led to devolution of various ministries, a view prevailed in federal government that all federally financed Public Sector Development Programmes in the four provinces will not get funds from it and provinces will take care of them on their own. But the provincial government planners want transfer of all such projects with federal budgetary allocations.

But Sindh Irrigation Minister Saifullah Dharejo wants the project be completed at all costs. “If there are people’s reservations over the project we can clear them,” he says. The project can’t be left incomplete, he says.

The Manchhar Lake water got recharged when it received floodwater during last year’s super floods. But the water is now becoming poisonous once again due to much reduced flows of fresh water from River Indus and in absence of monsoon rains. The Manchhar lake – home to migratory birds – served as a source of livelihood to thousands of fishermen but most of them have now migrated as there is continuous decline in fish catch.

The lake doesn’t get enough fresh water which is affecting fish population. Pakistan Fisherfolk Forum (PFF) leader Mohammad
Ali Shah has called for a sustainable solution to Manchhar Lake’s contamination. He argues that by saving Manchhar through RBOD the Indus delta will be destroyed when same toxic water is disposed of in Gharo creek. “I believe that every province and every district should come up with the solution of recycling its own wastewater,” he asserts.

