A dying delta in an ecological cemetery
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* In 1817, a total of 13 streams of the Indus River were supplying fresh water to the Indus Delta but this number has now been reduced to a single stream; Water is released below the Kotri barrage for only three months in a year, and that too only when there are heavy rains as in the ones that took place in 2006

By Rina Saeed Khan

On a recent trip to Sindh after torrential rains, I finally found myself crossing the Kotri barrage over the River Indus. My pleasure at seeing so much water below the barrage dissipated when the government official accompanying me turned around and said: “Look, so much water is being wasted this year; all this will go into the sea”. 

Yes, it will, but that’s great news for the Indus Delta. For years now, the delta has been dying a slow death thanks to the lack of freshwater coming down the Indus below the Kotri barrage. But the government doesn’t seem to care. Entire fishing villages have been wiped out and coastal communities devastated but then these are the poorest of the poor and their despair doesn’t seem to affect the policy makers. Despite various studies detailing the death of the delta, the government is convinced that water from the Indus has to be used for irrigation upstream.

The Kotri barrage is notorious among environmental circles as it is the last one to divert water from the Indus into irrigation canals before the river reaches the Arabian Sea. In recent years it’s been the other way around, more like the sea reaching into the river. Sea water is pushing its way up, almost all the way to Thatta, causing the salination of aquifers and surrounding agricultural fields along the way. 

In 1817, a total of 13 streams of the Indus River were supplying fresh water to the Indus Delta. This number has now been reduced to a single stream. Water is released below the Kotri barrage for only three months in a year, and that too only when there are heavy rains as in the ones that took place in 2006.

The Indus Delta used to occupy an area of about 600,000 hectares, consisting of creeks, mud flats and mangrove forests, stretching from Karachi to the Rann of Kutch. Today, the delta’s area has been reduced to only 10 percent of its original size. Experts say that due to the continuous degradation of the delta because of sea water intrusion, the mangroves are being wiped out. Before the deterioration of the mangroves began, Pakistan was one of the largest mangrove countries in the world. Now the Indus Delta mangroves are under extreme pressure due to a lack of fresh water, fuel wood and timber extraction, industrial pollution, discharge of untreated effluent from industries, sewage and over grazing. 

Why are mangroves important? Because they protect the coast from storms, hurricanes and tsunamis and are vital for the local communities who depend on the mangrove trees for fodder, fuel wood and timber for construction. The mangroves are also home to crabs and shrimp which fishermen catch and sell in Karachi for a tidy profit.

Crossing the Kotri Barrage, I thought of Keti Bunder, a small fishing village located in Thatta district, which I had visited a few years ago. At the time, the drought that had hit Sindh for almost six years was underway. I had gone there with colleagues from LEAD (Leadership in Environment and Development), a network of environmentalists with a head office in London. We were taken aback with the devastation. One colleague described it as “an ecological cemetery”. For miles all we could see were sand dunes and hardly a tree in sight. It is estimated that in the Keti Bunder area, more than 90 percent of the mangrove forest cover has been lost. 

The Indus Flyway, which is a globally recognized flyover for migratory birds from Siberia, has also been affected by the desertification of the Indus Delta as sea intrusion takes place at a rapid rate. The Indus Flyway terminates near Keti Bunder. The delta used to be an important area for both resident and migratory waterfowl of a wide variety of species. But we only observed a few gulls and terns during our winter visit and there were no signs of migratory waterfowl.

As the Arabian Sea creeps into the creeks of the Indus Delta, it brings with it marine species such as the sea dolphins which we observed in large numbers in many of the waterways. Around 28,000 people live in and around Keti Bunder and the main livelihood activity is fishing. The fishermen of the area told us that they now catch seawater fish and shrimp. They complained that their catch is now down to 70 to 80 percent of their catch a few years ago. The continuous erosion and siltation of the channels of the delta are also affecting marine fish production in the long run.

Keti Bunder town once used to be a hub of fishing activity but is now a poverty-stricken village where conditions are desperate. Ahmed Jat, a Keti Bunder fisherman told one TV channel: “Yes, our town is dying. There’s no fresh water. All this was on the banks of the old river. Now, it is the shoreline of the sea and it is washing away.” The town of Keti Bunder has already had to move twice in the past due to sea water intrusion. 

As I want to end on a positive note, I should add that there are many NGOs working in the delta region, trying to save what little remains of the mangroves. In fact, it is the current focus area for the UNDP’s Global Environment Facility’s Small Grants Programme. The SGP is giving funding to the Aga Khan Planning and Building Services-Pakistan (AKPBS-P). It is aiming to promote the livelihoods of rural communities in the coastal towns and surrounding villages through the installation of energy efficient products.

The AKPBS-P tries to involve grass roots organizations, especially the fishing community. The main target group is the women of fishing communities and most of the energy efficient products such as fuel efficient stoves, Fanoos (energy efficient lamps) and Muhafiz (food conservator) and other technologies have been designed to involve them as the men and boys are mostly away from their homes fishing. The males have also provided with fish storage products which were installed in their boats and trawlers. By introducing energy efficient products, the NGO is hoping to take pressure off the remaining mangroves. These stoves and lamps are at least providing some rays of hope for the people of these devastated communities.

