Spectators and stakeholders

If at long last Thar is coming back to centre-stage of development, should Tharris be left behind?

By Ammara Durrani

A subtle excitement is apparent these days among the people of Sindh's Tharparkar district. They watch the increasing numbers of 'outsiders' coming in to their region, wanting to know more about it -- sometimes with big plans for the desert's future, details of which are seldom shared with the locals.[image: image1.jpg]



The denizens of the desert are not ignorant of what all this may mean. They reckon among themselves that this newfound interest is the harbinger of something bigger to come, sooner or later.

They saw the caravan of four-wheelers from India cross the Khokhrapar-Munabao border early last month, and drive through Thar's sand dunes on its way to Balochistan, carrying former Indian foreign minister and leader of the opposition in the Upper House, Jaswant Singh.

In Karachi, Singh had talked a lot about the need to open the border and, therefore, the doors of development for the desert's deprived residents.

Soon afterwards, Tharris saw the India-bound Thar Express chug through the desert after nearly 42 years. This time, however, it passed by without stopping at the historical Khokhrapar station or any of Tharparkar's towns.

That was cause for much lament for many of them, they say. What good is a train taking its name from their region when it cannot pick the people of Thar and take them across the border to renew their ancient community and business links? Yet, it didn't stop the men, women, old and young from camping along the rail tracks all night with their tea, fire and cattle, just to catch a glimpse of the train, wave at it and cry 'Pakistan Zindabad!'

They have been watching the mining of coal in the area around Islamkot town, said to contain coal reserves of about three billion tons, and which when extracted, can provide raw material to as many as six coal fired power stations of 1000 megawatt each for 30-50 years.

They have also noticed the slow but steady vanishing of the kekra, a legacy of the British colonial rule, and since then the only mode of locomotive transportation for the poor to travel long distances between their small villages and the big towns of Sindh. Roads are fast being built, followed by the rapid coming of air-conditioned coaches plying round the clock between their goths and the big towns, offering multiple time- and cost-effective routes for traveling to and from Thar.

Tharris can smell the change that is in the air they are breathing. But are they prepared for it?

Locals flip this question the other way round.

Thar wasn't always a barren desert, with poverty and absence of infrastructure being its chief characteristics, they say. The region used to be the central point of a thriving trade route stretching from the Runn of Kutch, Gujarat and Rajasthan on the south-east to Badin and Hyderabad in the south-west. Traces of the famous ancient Parinagar port are still present near Nagarparkar, telling of an era when affluence and prosperity prevailed.

Before 1947, thousands of people, cattle and goods would travel on this trade route everyday, creating a strongly linked regional economy for the arid desert region. Livestock, wood, ores, herbs, spices, rice, wheat and textiles were some of the main products that were freely traded in this bustling trade zone that also gave rise to the powerful entrepreneurial class of the Sindhi Hindu businessmen. In the process, they also appropriated large chunks of the land, becoming local fuedals.

The drawing of India-Pakistan borders in 1947 came as the first blow to the rich economy of Thar. Not only villages and families were divided, the trade routes and road links also became a casualty to Partition. Few people know that besides the divided Urdu-speaking families living in Sindh's urban areas, the province's border areas are inhabited by another segment of population whose families and resources -- such as water wells -- split with the emergence of the international border.

Unlike Urdu-speaking families living in the cities, these Sindhi families of the desert -- both Hindus and Muslims -- are still geographically close to their kin across the border because they are settled in their ancient village communities located at very small distances from the border on either side. Anthropologists would find more similarities than differences in the culture, language, natural resources, flora and fauna of the desert in the two countries.

The reduced trade and community interaction suffered another blow in 1965 with the closing of the Khokhrapar-Munabao border and train service. The severest of these blows came in 1971, when much of Thar was occupied by the advancing Indian army for 18 months, during which the local social fabric was completely torn. It resulted in the biggest wave of migration of the entrepreneurial Hindus, leaving behind a mostly nomadic and peasant population. Local trade and business came to a virtual standstill. Today, for example, remains of at least ten abandoned cotton mills can be seen scattered in the region.

Till five years ago, the families that had migrated in 1970s managed to keep their links with their original abodes through crossing the border with the help of India's Border Security Force and Pakistan's Rangers. These links also yielded a small but thriving activity of smuggling which, as the locals recall, would bring them some economic relief. But the fencing of the border by the Indian government about five years ago has not only stopped this activity, it has also made impossible familial interaction among the locals.

With this gradual strengthening of international borders, the old trade economy was eventually replaced by an economy based on subsistence agriculture and livestock rearing. With both depending on an erratic pattern of rainfall, it is no wonder that the drought prevailing in Thar during the last two decades has turned this once prosperous region into a barren hinterland, making agriculture a problem, and leaving livestock rearing as the only major source of earning livelihood. A rapidly growing population, however, means that this mode of economy can no longer provide sufficient income to all the residents of the region. More and more people from Thar are now working for longer periods in the nearby Indus Barrage area to augment their incomes, and to provide additional feed and water for their livestock.

Today if one asks a passing cattle herd in Thar where he is headed, he would say he is going to 'Sindh' in search of greener pastures and water. This distinction that Tharris insist on maintaining between the desert and the province is a very interesting manifestation of their socio-cultural and political outlook. With trade links with the east broken, it is 'Sindh' -- Mirpurkhas and the areas beyond -- that they have eventually turned to for trade and work.

Apart from an economic meltdown, people of Thar also experienced the harshest of social isolation from the rest of the country. Little effort was made by the government to connect the region with the rest of Pakistan through rail or road networks. While they grew in the rest of Pakistan, telephony and electricity remain, to date, a dream for a majority of the local population.

In the aftermath of the 1965 war, intervention of security and military agencies in the region to ensure border security led to the creation of an atmosphere where civilian population became something little more than an aberration for a well-established security establishment that virtually rules the region with the tacit support of local feudal and spiritual leaders.

Set up to prevent border security breaches and smuggling, the numerous Rangers check-posts go beyond their assigned functions, making the movement of the local population cumbersome and creating problems for anyone wanting to travel to Thar from other parts of Sindh. An atmosphere filled with suspicion, paramilitary authority and fear has played a central role in the under-development of this arid zone, which is otherwise known for its extraordinary peace and absence of local crime. A pervasive sense of deprivation has been compounded by the fact that while water, electricity and roads have been provided to the military and paramilitary stations set up throughout the desert, the locals can only watch them from a distance.

Now the discovery of oil, gas and coal in Tharparkar has forced the powers that be to review their interventions in the region. Experts attribute the current speedy work of road-building, for example, to the government's desire to capture the potential of these rich mineral resources and use it for future mega-projects. They point to the fact that India is a ready buyer of electricity and gas, which Pakistan is planning to provide it by harvesting Thar's coal and gas reserves with the help of China.

Recent developments in the region must, therefore, be seen from the prism of the state's interest in south-eastern Sindh and its potential for future enterprise. This is the change that the locals see occurring in front of their eyes.

For one, Dr Sono Khangharani of Thardeep Rural Development Program insists that this change contains numerous possibilities for the development of the local community. It is time, he says, for the people to start diversifying their means of livelihood. Correctly sensing the direction of the winds of change, "if people from Karachi are securing plots in Khokhrapar to set up petrol pumps for a future economy, what is stopping Tharris from planning similar enterprises?" he asks.

Lack of information on plans for development may actually be the simple answer to this question.

Consider this: The day before Thar Express was to begin its maiden journey on February 17, 2006, the sleepy Khokhrapar station in the small town located near the border reflected the many contradictions of this change in the offing.

The town wore a deserted look. Activity could be seen either in the town's only tea shop or the small old station standing right across it. Locals watched contractors and their labourers, brought from 'outside', working the new tracks and talk of the thekas they had obtained to do more work at the newly established Zero Point station. Young men of Khokhrapar were full of grievances for being overlooked in the granting of jobs that the train service had yielded for the 'outsiders'.

"If they wanted work, then they should also have applied for the contract bids like we did," said a contractor, as he heard them air their complaints. The young men gave him a blank look, not understanding what he meant. Upon some prompting by The News on Sunday, the contractor told them that the government had advertised in the newspapers, calling for contract bids to which his Hyderabad-based company and a few others had responded. The young men had no answer to that, and they turned away quietly, with disappointment writ large on their faces.

Change is certainly in the air of Tharparkar, but it is obvious that most of its people feel helpless, not knowing how to make the most of it. They remain removed from the process of planning and information that are drawing the parameters of their future.

Locals apprehend that 'outsiders' would take over Thar's land and resources, driving its inhabitants to abject poverty and landlessness. After all, they say, most of them still have not been given the rights to Thar's land much of which the government has designated as 'enemy property', and the ownership of which remains unsettled.

 

Figures of import

Tharparkar district in Sindh province is in the extreme south-east of Pakistan, bound to the south-west by Badin district, to the north-west by Mirpurkhas and Umerkot districts, and to the east and south by India's Rajasthan and Gujarat states.

The district, largely comprising of the sandy Thar Desert, is ranked by the World Food Program as the most food insecure of Pakistan's 120 districts, and by the United Nations Development Program as having the third lowest level of human development of all districts in the country.

The total population of Thar is one million with an annual population growth rate of 3.13 per cent. It is a mix of the Muslims and the Hindus. The literacy rate is 18.32 per cent, but in Mithi it is reported to be around 30 per cent.

The district has one degree college, 22 male high schools, four female high schools, 60 male middle schools, 14 female middle schools, 2,414 boys primary schools and 322 girls primary schools.

The provincial health department operates one civil hospital, three taluka hospitals, three rural health centers, 28 basic health centers and two maternity and child welfare centres in the district which also has 38 district council dispensaries.

The local population can be divided into four main categories: Rajputs, which include Muslim and Hindu tribes, Samat Muslim castes, Baloch tribes and the scheduled castes (Bheels) and working class Muslims tribes.

Tharparkar district includes two sub-divisions, namely Mithi and Chachro, and four sub-districts of Mithi, Nagarparkar, Diplo and Chachro. The district headquarter is Mithi town, which is situated at a distance of 150 kilometres south-east of Mirpurkhas city.

The Arbab family of Nuhria Rajput (Muslim) Samats lineage has provided tribal leadership in Thar desert along with the Sodha Rajput Rana (Hindu) family. Local village leaders nominated by these families settle small disputes. Pirs (spiritual mentors) also influence local communities, with Pir Noor Muhammad Shah Jilani of Kamaro Sharif, Pir Shah Mahmood Qureshi of Multan, Pir Sahib Pagara of Khairpur and the Makhdooms of Hala possessing considerable spiritual weight in the district.

-- Ammara Durrani

(We thank Thardeep Rural Development Program for providing the information mentioned above.)

