Diamerically opposed

Kalabagh is out and Bhasha is in. But nobody finds it necessary to ask Gilgit-Baltistan

By Aziz Ali Dada

Kalabagh Dam had acted as a powerful source of energy to politics in Pakistan. It energised the nationalists in the smaller provinces. President Pervez Musharraf employed all means at his dispsoal to convince the smaller provinces but his dream of a consensus on Kalabagh could not be realised. Instead emerged Bhasha Dam. But shouldn't the local populace of Gilgit-Baltistan and Diamer, who are going to be so greatly affected by Bhasha, be taken into confidence now?[image: image1.jpg]



Bhasha Dam comes with a tag of having been approved, by the governmnet, by the nationalists, not by the local people who fear being submerged by this so called development. No one in Islamabad speaks for Gilgit-Baltistan, which doesn't have representation in the Senate or the National Assembly of the country.

It were the British colonialists who separated Chitral from Gilgit-Baltistan and annexed it to the Malakand Agency. They initiated the process of dismantling and redrawing the geographical boundaries of Gilgit-Baltistan that ultimately led to its cultural and social disintegration. The British government leased Kashmir and Gilgit Agency to Maharaja Hari Singh. In addition to this, the geopolitical developments and demarcation of boundaries in the the surrounding areas during the first half of the twentieth century furthered the geographical mutilation of the region and separated it from Ladakh, Daras, Guraz and Kargil.

Consequently Gilgit-Baltistan was cut off from the mainstream culture. After the creation of Pakistan the same old colonial policies continued unabated. In 1952, an indifferent political decision on the part of the ruling elite of Pakistan separated Shinaki Kohistan from Gilgit-Baltistan and presented it to NWFP so that the latter could exploit the forest to its own benefit. The apathetic policies of the Pakistani government resulted in the loss of 250 square miles of land -- belonging to the principality of Hunza -- in the border treaty between China and Pakistan in 1962. Furthermore, when the annual local Shandur polo tournament came into the limelight as national and international tourism event the government of NWFP moved the paramilitary Chitral Scouts to usurp Shandur. The people of Gilgit-Baltistan could not raise their voice against the excesses of NWFP because they neither share power in the centre nor have any local setup for governance.

The announcement of Bhasha Dam, without the consent of local people, clearly illustrates the plight of the people who have been kept in a constitutional limbo. Bereft of representation the people of Gilgit-Baltistan are vulnerable to the whims of other ethnic communities and the ruling elite of Pakistan. Ironically, Kashmiris on both sides of the divide enjoy representation in assemblies, whereas Gilgit-Baltistan has been kept in a constitutional limbo -- because of the Kashmir dispute.

It is a constant pattern of the politics of Gilgit-Baltistan that whenever the public unites for their legitimate rights, sectarian strife, routinely blamed on bureaucracy, follows. There are reports that the mosques which had been closed in October last in an effort to prevent sectraian violence are to be opened soon, in the wake of the resentment among people all over the region to the Bhasha Dam.

Secular, nationalist and religious parties are unanimous on the issue of Bhasha Dam. One of the arguments they put forward is that since Gilgit-Baltistan are outside the constitutional ambit of Pakistan and treated as disputed territory (United Nations Commission for India & Pakistan 1948), it is illegal to construct a dam here.

Peopole find it difficult to understand the logic as to how the site for Bhasha has been selected. There are several other places available in Gilgit, Skardu, Ghizer and Astore, where dams could be built, for instance Bunji Dam.

It is unfortunate that eight rivers of the region make 72 per cent of the Indus River, yet it does not have representation in IRSA (Indus River System Authority). Although district Diamer stands to lose 95 per cent of its land to Bhasha Dam, some hidden hands have manoeuvred the design to ensure that the power turbines fall on the left of the River Indus so that the neighbouring province could reap the royalty at the cost of the people of Diamer.

There is Northern Areas Legislative Council (NALC) but just how repsresntiave it is can be gauged from a statement attributed to a former federal minister of Kashmir and Northern Areas (KANA). Sardar Mehtab Khan Abbasi reportedly said a dumb person of Hazara had more worth for him than the two million people of Gilgit-Baltistan, for they do not have right to cast vote in a National Assembly election.

It is really deplorable that the region of Gilgit-Baltistan lacks people who have the courage to say 'no'. Emerson said "it cost [Thoreau] nothing to say No; indeed he found it much easier to say Yes". After examining the servile behaviour of the leadership of Gilgit-Baltistan we can say that cost of nay-saying here is higher than the benefits of saying yes.

It is high time for the members of NALC and political leadership of Gilgit-Baltistan to muster courage to say 'no' to Bhasha Dam unless and until the constitutional status of the region is decided.
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