Wanton deforestation


THE decision to afforest 2.5 million acres of land across Pakistan may be commendable, but can it be implemented considering the high rate at which trees are being cut down? Less than four per cent of the country is wooded — a figure that is nowhere close to the internationally recommended 25 per cent. As a signatory to the millennium development goals, Pakistan is obliged to reverse the loss of its environmental resources, and the forest department’s well-funded and ambitious plan indicates that the government is aware that steps have to be taken to begin making up for deforestation. Indeed, last October’s earthquake in the north drove home this point forcefully as acknowledged by forest officials who say that losses of life and property could have been considerably lower if there had been sufficient vegetative cover to avoid landslides.

Along with efforts to increase the acreage of wooded land across the country, it would be a sensible approach to prevent the rampant cutting down of trees. Large development projects, the presence of a ruthless timber mafia, and local population pressures have together created a situation where more forests are being cut down than replanted. This has threatened many ecosystems with virtual extinction and has meant the loss of precious and rare forests such as those containing juniper trees in Balochistan. To counter this, forest officials will have to see to it that those indulging in illegal logging that leads to the destruction of trees and vegetation are strictly dealt with. At the same time, the existing population pressure on natural resources must be eased to implement a workable forest conservation strategy. This can only come about if development does not destroy the natural habitat and greater participation in conservation efforts by local communities is ensured.

