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A recent study has pointed out that 30,000 people die each year in Karachi alone from the use of unsafe water. The cumulative number of deaths caused by diarrhoea and other water-borne diseases across rural areas and shanty towns throughout the country is certainly much higher

Pakistan is being threatened by a serious water crisis. If managed poorly, the current water scarcity could translate into a major catastrophe in just a few decades. Our national reliance on a single river basin, the threat of climate change, water wastages and the lack of coherent conservation policies are all factors that are said to contribute to the problem. 

As Pakistan’s population increases, so does the demand for water use in agriculture, within households and in manufacturing processes. The Washington-based think-tank, the Woodrow Wilson Centre, has pointed out that Pakistan already has amongst the lowest amount of water availability per person in the world. This situation is feared to become worse in the near future. If Pakistan continues to rely on the inefficient flood system of irrigation, and the current rate of climate change continues as is being currently projected, it is estimated that by 2050 Pakistan will feed nearly 30 million less people than it can today. And this is just an estimation concerning food production, not to speak about what would happen to the availability of water for other basic needs of the growing populace, such as drinking or sanitation.

Pakistan’s Indus River Basin is supplied by melting snow and glaciers from the Himalayas. India also makes use of the Indus River under a 1960 water treaty. But this treaty is under much strain due to a number of intrusive dams being built by India to contend with its own increasing water demands. When the Indus begins to lose large amounts of its flow due to ongoing increased melting of the Himalayan glaciers, these growing tensions may become untenable.

Amidst fears that water scarcity in Pakistan could lead to mass starvation, and possibly war with India, a US-Pakistan Strategic Dialogue Water Working Group has been set up to encourage Pakistan to use its existing water resources more efficiently. The thrust of these efforts seems to focus on modernising Pakistan’s agricultural system. The World Bank has recently allocated loan funds of $ 146 million for the second phase of the Pakistan Barrages Improvement Project to rehabilitate and modernise the Jinnah Barrage, and to improve irrigation and water management in the agricultural sector. 

There is an urgent need for more efficiency in irrigation given that over 90 percent of Pakistan’s water is used for agriculture. This water allocation for agriculture is very high in fact, given that the average proportion of water diverted to agriculture in other developing countries is between 70 to 75 percent. This percentage could be lowered if irrigational management becomes more efficient, since no more than 40 percent of the irrigation water is currently reaching crops. It is a shame that water is being wasted like this given the perpetual inter-provincial disputes over water sharing, and the fact that many poor farmers do not get enough water for their crops across all agrarian areas of the country. 

At least the use of groundwater through tube-wells has helped increase crop yields for those who can afford to use them. But the unchecked growth of tube-wells has also encouraged wastage, resulting in falling water tables and the overall degradation of groundwater quality. Over the last three decades, Pakistan has tried several direct and indirect means to ensure groundwater management, but their success has been limited. 

There is an urgent need to develop a more comprehensive framework suited specifically to Pakistani needs, which includes focus on appropriate water use and conservation technologies, as well as the revision of existing cropping patterns to improve the efficiency of water use within agriculture. 

There is not much evidence of these required measures however. Instead, the government is thinking of allowing agribusiness companies from other countries to lease agricultural land in Pakistan to grow crops by tapping into deep underground water aquifers. If these underground aquifers are deleted due to a lack of adequate oversight, the consequences for local farmers and communities will be devastating, the negative implications of which will far outstrip the short-term benefits of injecting more money into the national coffers. 

On the other hand, only a minuscule proportion of water available is being used for drinking water and sanitation purposes. This is despite the fact that more than 55 million Pakistanis are estimated to lack access to clean water. A recent study has pointed out that 30,000 people die each year in Karachi alone from the use of unsafe water. The cumulative number of deaths caused by diarrhoea and other water-borne diseases across rural areas and shanty towns throughout the country is certainly much higher. A significant majority of poor people do not have access to running water for toilets, and many of them have no choice but to defecate outdoors. Moreover, the mixing of sewage and drinking water lines has repeatedly posed health hazards in major cities in several parts of the country. 

Donors are suggesting that Pakistan must look at ways to charge more for water as a method of encouraging conservation. It is however feared that such measures will likely be unpopular. While politicians may say that poor farmers will be adversely affected by water charges, the real reason for their resistance would be to safeguard the interests of landlords who presently have to pay next to nothing to use all the water that they need. The details of water charging do, however, have to be worked out very carefully to ensure that poorer farmers and sharecroppers are spared the brunt of any additional costs. 

The government should urgently pass a series of laws to prioritise water allocation. Such policies should ensure that drinking water and sanitation are available. Efficient use of irrigational and groundwater is also vital to prevent water wastage and to decrease the proportion of water being diverted to agriculture. Water use in agriculture itself must be primarily given to crops that are to provide national food security. Only thereafter should irrigational needs for boosting overall agricultural production for exports be considered. 

The writer is a researcher. He can be contacted at ali@policy.hu
