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The by now well-publicised breach in the Taunsa Barrage should be raising many eyebrows amongst both those who support and oppose the current government’s mega-development agenda. Amazingly, the Taunsa Barrage Modernisation and Emergency Rehabilitation Project (TBMERP) was undertaken precisely to pre-empt a breakdown in the water distribution system in and around the barrage, and a US$150 million loan was contracted with the World Bank for this purpose. One would think that between the WB and the government’s civil engineers the breach could have been avoided. 

The cost of repair is said to be in the region of three billion rupees. What is more damaging is the fact that water releases from the Taunsa Barrage head — both for drinking and agricultural use —scheduled for sometime in February which will now be delayed. This will not only cause more misery to communities who have been suffering from the lack of drinking water but will most likely ruin the entire rabi crop that is otherwise harvested around March and April.

All this should be disturbing news, but then perhaps it is not considering the history of mega development projects — particularly those related to water storage/diversion — in Pakistan. There have been so many initiatives that have suffered from design flaws and major cost overruns that the Taunsa Barrage breach might even be described as a minor problem. Most recently the fundamental failings of the WB and ADB funded Left Bank Outfall Drain (LBOD) project were exposed by massive floods in Badin, Thatta, Mirpurkhas and Sanghar districts. The almost US$1 billion National Drainage Project of which the LBOD was one component has been nothing short of a social and ecological disaster. Then there have been innumerable problems with the ADB-funded Chashma Right Bank Irrigation Project, the ADB-funded Chotiari reservoir, Manchar Lake, and the list could go on and on. 

On the whole, while there has been no consolidated — and more importantly impartial — evaluation of the impacts of mega water projects in Pakistan over the past few decades, there is a rapidly developing consensus globally that mega water projects produce at least as many negative effects as positive ones. Among other things, they have a relatively short life; Tarbela Dam for example, which has been operational for less than 30 years, is now filled with so much silt that it will be more or less useless within the next 15 years or so. Then there are the impossible-to-predict long term environmental impacts, which most commonly include water seepage, flooding, and in the case of the coastal deltas, complete devastation. Last but not least is the trauma of displacement; of the 90,000 people who were displaced due to the construction of Tarbela dam, approximately one-quarter have yet to be rehabilitated. 

Yet the government, its international patrons, and the global dam-building lobby, a conglomeration of interests which makes billions of dollars annually, continue to propagate the mega water paradigm. In fact, the government has recently announced its long-term plan vis a vis water under the name Water Vision 2025, in which a succession of infrastructural projects — constructing new dams and canals and rehabilitating old ones — has been outlined. The estimated outlay for Water Vision 2025 is in the tens of billions of dollars. Necessarily such funds can only be generated through loans and credits — it is a wonder that our rulers claim that they have broken the begging bowl while simultaneously continuing to indebt the people of this country to the international financial institutions (IFIs). 

Invariably the IFIs never waver in providing such loans. And in approving loans for such projects, they claim to be cognizant of and committed to preventing adverse social and environmental effects. However the rhetoric almost never translates into concrete action that would serve to protect the rights and resources of affected communities. For example in the case of the TBMERP the WB has time and again claimed to be committed to transparent decision-making processes, particularly with regard to the sharing of information related to the project. However in practice the WB offices in Pakistan persist in their refusal to share with interested parties and activist groups concerned the social and ecological impact of the project’s technical feasibility studies that were undertaken before the project loan was approved. Intriguingly, the WB has characterised the TBMERP as an ‘emergency’ project which ostensibly means that the project loan was approved without undertaking standard feasibility and impact assessments. 

On the whole, the IFIs typically respond to criticism about their method of operation in countries like Pakistan by insisting that they are simply facilitating processes which are led by government, that it is the latter that decides everything about a particular project including the decision to undertake it, its design, implementation and maintenance. However, the fact of the matter is that the TBMERP is only one of umpteen WB (or other IFI)-funded projects that has been ill-conceived, environmentally destructive, and wreaked social havoc. The IFIs have been complicit time and again in the business of dam-building and often entirely evade responsibility for the crises that arise with great regularity. 

This is not to say that the bureaucracy that takes direct responsibility for the projects is not culpable, which, for example in the case of the TBMERP, it is. It is, after all, the irrigation department which has been overseeing the entire construction process. Nevertheless, there is a clear hierarchy of power in operation which should not be understated in any way. Specifically, the IFIs are at the top of the tree, both in terms of the development paradigm that is on show, and because they control the financial resources that make such projects a reality. 

The IFIs’ role in supporting military rule must also be recognized. Billions of dollars have been provided to the Musharraf junta for everything from mega water projects to ‘structural reform’, and there is no question that this strategically tied aid has gone a long way towards propping up the military regime. Finally there is the very real problem of internal political disharmony which IFI-funded mega water projects have given rise to. No distant observer of Pakistani politics can claim ignorance to the clear divisions that have solidified in recent years over the question of building dams and canals on the Indus River in particular. Yet the IFIs continue to claim that this is not their problem. 

On the whole, the communities that have been devastated by the TBMERP, or any other such project, cannot rely on the government or the IFIs to genuinely protect their interests. Instead these repositories of power and money continue to propagate the ideology that some have to suffer for the sake of the greater common good. But is this not what the British suggested throughout their 200 year long rule over India? And is it not true that the scale of deprivation and exclusion has increased absolutely and exponentially in spite of all of the ‘development’ initiatives that have been championed by the IFIs and successive governments over the past few decades? 
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