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History is witness to the fact that nations do not fail because of natural calamities, war, famine, pandemics or even climatic changes. Rather, failure is directly linked to the collapse of institutions 

Tharparkar has come under natural stress many times before, but never was there a collapse of local sustenance systems like what is going on today. Thar means desert and Parkar means the other side, a geographical oxymoron of sort. The other side by the way is very green — alluvial in fact. Minds and hands have converted Rajasthan into a green man-made area, thanks to the Indira Canal, water harvesting, research on xerophytes desert crops and Israeli help to India in desert husbandry.
Where are our friends? Do we have any? A man must be his own friend before calling to others. The same geography on both sides of the border, no rains there as well, yet in Indian Rajasthan, not even a gadfly died of famine. That is because it is apathy that is killing infants. Amartya Sen, the Nobel laureate from India, has proved in his research that no functional democracy can suffer a famine. According to him famines are man-made; it is apathy towards the affected area that creates the stresses leading to famine.
Nothing can be truer than this assertion that won him the Nobel Prize. Hold on, we have had a ‘functional’ democracy for at least the last six years. The previous dictator is in the dock, we have a cultural revival movement in Sindh, and we have had food surpluses for the last three years straight. With all these positive developments, why are the Thari people paying the price?
There is a folk story that says present day Tharparkar was a sea and there was a saintly king of the area named Rishi; he worshipped for 10,000 years but after achieving moral and spiritual nirvana, he lost his spiritual invocations by touching a young girl while travelling on a boat. He prayed to God that the sea be turned to desert so that he could wander and ask for redemption. Then the sea was converted into desert and the Thari people are from his race (actually the desert is the result of massive tectonic movement of the Indian and Eurasian plates thousands of years ago but it’s a nice story anyway). This story was a piece of fiction till a couple of months ago when for the first time news of a pandemic amongst the flora and fauna emerged. The famed peacocks of Thar were dying, the natural springs and streams of Nagarparker were drying up, the snakes being prudent were reported to be migrating towards the Indian side. The fictional story of King Rishi came to life, the Thari people were once again abandoned to the forces of nature.
During the 17th century the Netherlands was the first country to eliminate famine by adopting smart agriculture, and the Americas were found in the search for new areas to forestall the failures of (potato) crops due to natural calamities. After that no European country has faced natural famine, the man-made potato-famine in Ireland notwithstanding. They have learnt to shift resources to eliminate the effects of food stresses. Ethiopia and Sudan suffered famines due to the absence of any type of institutions, not the shortage of food. In 1943, when Bengal faced famine, it was due to mismanagement at institutional levels. Botswana and Zimbabwe also came close to similar situations but averted them by creating short-term employment for the affected peoples.
Famine is actually caused by mismanagement in food distribution and not addressing poverty. The story of 60,000 wheat bags for the Thari people is a vivid example. The local political economy of Tharparkar is based on herding, range land, and shrub forests of plants from the xerophytes family. Without understanding this, the problem cannot be addressed. The wheat will probably remain lying in warehouses and the children will continue to suffer. This represents a collapse of institutions, which cannot be undone by visits from high-profile political leaders, or by scolding public relations managers who could not control the spread of news about the famine. It will become a zero-sum game.
According to one estimate there were 241,326 housing units in the area in 1980. With a growth rate of 2.4 percent, this figure will be 383,297 housing units today. This is a catastrophe in the making on three accounts. First, food security is a cardinal principle of security for any nation or group of people. Societies don’t disintegrate when they are militarily attacked but when their food security is gone. History is witness to the fact that nations do not fail because of natural calamities, war, famine, pandemics or even climatic changes. Rather, failure is directly linked to the collapse of institutions.
Secondly Thar is at the cultural crossroads of the Sindhi, Rajasthani and Gujarati cultures. It is also rich in untapped minerals and natural resources. Indian offshore exploration is just across the Rann of Kutch. The religious site of Saroharo in Nagarparkar is one of the main religious sites of Hindus. 
Thirdly, in modern concepts of security, human security is of paramount importance. Every catastrophe involving humans is now a security issue. Modern military strategy and the overall strategy of a country revolve around the concept of protecting people first, territory second. Those who invest in humans, reap rewards in hope and prosperity. Democracy is also a concept that focuses more on human agency rather than mere territory. The state cannot abandon, one by one, its own people — first those of Chilas and now the Tharis.
The visit of the prime minister is a good omen but the focus should have been on improving the local political economy of the Thari people rather than providing succour for the time being. The Thar Canal, Nara Canal and Mithi Canal, etc, all peter out in the desert. Canal command has to be improved with more spreading out towards the deep desert. But from where will the water come, when already big brother India is playing water games with us? If you need proof, gaze across the border and see the other Parkar (Indian Rajasthan) shining and lush green. If the Thari people are left to survive on their own after this famine, then nature will not spare the bystanders. Functional democracies have to function. They cannot abandon their functions if they hope to survive, and the primary function is to preserve and expand the quality of human life. 

