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For want of a human reflection

Water is a common resource, be it for agricultural, industrial or domestic purpose. Management of this common resource should be our common responsibility and it can't be entrusted to any private company or sluggish bureaucratic system

By Dr Abid Qaiyum Suleri

Famous resource economist Kenneth Building in his 'ode to water' says and I quote;

 

Water is far from a simple commodity

Water's a sociological oddity[image: image1.jpg]



Water's a pasture of science to forge in

Water's a mark of our dubious origin

Water's a link with a distant futurity

Water's a symbol of ritual purity

Water is politics, water is religion

Water is just about anyone's pigeon

Water is frightening, water is endearing

Water's a lot more than mere engineering

Water is tragical, water is comical

Water is far from the pure Economical

 

Management of this complex but extremely essential and vital commodity and recommending solutions to issues faced by water sector in a mal-governed state such as Pakistan which is one of the world's most arid countries (average rainfall under 240 mm/year) is not a simple task. However, I don't hesitate in saying that major challenge to an effective and efficient sustainable water management is how one can have people oriented and people centered policies.

Our policies are highly influenced by macro, regional, and international factors. These factors not only influence policy making institutions, but way of living of common citizens too. Institutionally driven livelihood strategies in turn affect the implementation of policies and here comes the whole nexus of policies that have no connection with ground realities.[image: image2.jpg]



Before proceeding ahead let me summarise major issues of water sector in Pakistan. Some of these issues have been discussed at length in World Bank's latest publication 'Pakistan's Water Economy: Running Dry'. Pakistan is one of the water stressed countries in the world. There is no additional water to be injected into the system. The whole country is dependent on a single (Indus) river system without any alternative which essentially means there is no latitude of error. Surface water pollution by persistent organic pollutants is another major issue. We are also facing over exploitation of ground water as there is a huge imbalance between ground water extraction and its recharge which is not only adversely affecting the quantity but quality of water too. Flooding and drainage problems, especially of lower Indus Basin, are going to get worse too. All of these issues are getting worse due to climate change (rise in temperature, glacier melting, etc), an inadequate knowledge base (In world Bank's words, "Once renowned Pakistan water planning capacity has fallen into disrepair. The country is literally flying blind into a very hazardous future'), a deteriorated water infrastructure, lack of financial sustainability, poor governance low trust and even lower water productivity. World Bank has recommended some damage control measures as well, with many of those I don't agree as one clearly finds that these recommendations take water management as an end in itself and lack a human face, which is a pre-requisite for effective implementation of any policy.

Pakistan's irrigation system, that comprises three major reservoirs, 16 barrages, two headworks, 12 inter-link canals and 44 canal systems covering an area of 36 million acres, is quite inefficient. The current estimated irrigation efficiency in Pakistan is 35.5 per cent. This means that only 35.5 per cent of the water that reaches the fields is actually used by the crops. In order to improve irrigation efficiency one needs to focus on reliability and predictability of the system. In an uncertain environment, farmers will not invest in seeds, fertilizers, and land preparation, and consequently yields and water productivity will suffer. Predictability accompanied by transparent water distribution would also reduce the mal-distribution which favors head-enders and discriminates against tail-enders, with serious implications for equity and productivity. Within watercourses, tail enders typically get about 20 per cent less water than those in the middle, who in turn get about 20 per cent less than head-enders.

i) A transparent and participatory administration equipped with trained human resources who are accountable to those affected is required for efficient provision of irrigation services for maximum agriculture productivity. Like all other reforms this reform should be dialectic, not mechanical process. However, it should ensure that PIDA or irrigation department adopts the service concept in distributing the water for irrigation so that water can be delivered with the highest possible degree of reliability and flexibility.

ii) A right based approach in irrigation water distribution is a must. Irrigation authorities of provinces should be cognisant of the fact that their responsibility is to provide service, not to dictate schedules of water availability.

iii) Another way to improve irrigation efficiency is through evolving a mechanism so that water may be allocated and delivered volumetrically, and in a manner (i.e., flow rate, duration) that is compatible with good farming and irrigation practices.

iv) We should also get mentally ready to switch over from flood irrigation to 'drip and sprinkle irrigation' to conserve water. This can be done if the government can provide subsidized equipment (preferably on interest free loan) to farmers for immediate expansion of drip and sprinkle irrigation.

v) For water supply augmentation, and to improve the quality of water one should go for simple techniques such as construction of small dams. The dams may be built across valleys with recurrent surface water runoff to recharge aquifers spread on the valley beds. In other situations, small earth dams may be built to hold back water and soil.

vi) In our villages tube wells are dug without any analysis of ground water quality. Most of the tubewells are extracting unfit and contaminated water that is not only a health hazard but also affecting the fertility level of the soil. Pre installment water testing provision should be available for farmers by agriculture/soil survey department. Similarly rules to regulate indiscriminate and unwise ground water extraction should also be laid down to retain water quality as well as water quantity. Communitiesí self monitoring mechanism can be strengthened in such cases.

These reforms have to replace historically and culturally established practices. Hence one needs to be cautious and before initiating reforms a powerful need and demonstrated demand for change is essential. It can be achieved by involving the stakeholders and those who directly get affected in the reform planning. Once the concerns of those who would be affected are addressed adequately and appropriately, bringing change would no more remain a difficult task. Reform ownership at grassroots level has to be accompanied by strong political will for effective implementation.

These reforms would also entail a change in the mindset of federal and provincial governments. State machinery should play the role of facilitator to provide instruments that govern the relationships of different water users with the water, and with each other.

Provision of drinking water is another problem area. 'Safe drinking water' has emerged as a political cliché. However, there are definitional problems. The government tends to stick with a very vague definition: water that is covered (in pipes etc) is safe. If that had been the case the business of bottled drinking water would not have flourished. Today, water-related diseases kill millions of people each year, and in urban areas with inadequate freshwater supply, poor sanitation, and bad hygiene practices, the infant mortality rate is 10-20 times greater than the norms.

Pakistan is urbanising and industrialising very rapidly. The number of people living in cities has increased almost four-fold over the last two decades, and has been accompanied by a similar increase in industrial activity. To date there has been little effective action to reduce the environmental impact of this rapid concentration of people and activity. This is directly affecting the quality of drinking water. The accompanying table reflects the wastewater treatment situation in the cities of Pakistan. It is estimated that only some 8 per cent of urban wastewater is treated in municipal treatment plants, where treatment is at best partial or poor.

Furthermore, there is very little separation of municipal from industrial effluent and both flow directly into open drains, which then flow into nearby natural water bodies. The overall affect is that the population is exposed to major health hazards, and it also means that nearby ground water is becoming seriously contaminated.

Ministry of Environment (apparently without consultation from Ministry of Health or Ministry of Food, Agriculture) has drafted a national drinking water policy. It recommends establishing water filtration plants at district and tehsil level by 2007 followed by establishment of water testing laboratories. The basic flaw in this policy is that the causes of pollution in the drinking water are not addressed and it revolves around the symptomatic treatment. As a friend comments this policy seems to accommodate the vender of filtration plants. During the British Raj the recharging zones of groundwater were protected by legislation. For example it was completely prohibited to wash cloths, take bath etc, within 100 feet radius of any well.

The things are even worse in rural areas especially that of Punjab. Traditionally one used to think that water in urban areas is contaminated whereas in rural areas it is pure and fresh. But groundwater in villages is already contaminated with pesticides and fertilizers. The new water contaminant is flawed and wrongly constructed pit-hole styled toilets. These toilets are often constructed next to water hand pumps. All they do is dig a hole, temporarily plaster it with sand and cement (if at all) and then put a toilet seat there. Wastewater can seep in to contaminate drinking water. The government should take initiative to impart basic training and awareness in these areas so that more hygienic and ground water friendly facilities may be constructed.

A supplementary approach to clean groundwater is by protecting forest in the catchments of major drinking water supply sources. A recent report of World Bank/WWF titled 'Running Pure' states that more than a third of the world's 105 biggest cities -- including New York, Jakarta, Tokyo, Mumbai, Rio de Janeiro, Los Angeles, Barcelona, Nairobi, and Melbourne -- rely on fully or partly protected forests in catchments areas for much of their drinking water. According to that report, adopting a forest protection strategy can result in massive savings as it is much cheaper to protect forests than to build water treatment plants.

Intead we have promoted the business of bottled drinking water. In the absence of consumer protection laws and any regulatory mechanism many bottled water companies are involved in selling contaminated drinking water. Two years ago an NGO got tested the samples of 12 bottled water brands available in the market and found out that all except 2 brands were either unfit or partially unfit for drinking. Consumer bodies and consumer laws must be strengthened to provide ìsafeî drinking water.

To conclude, our water managers seem to look for a magic stick or silver bullet to address the environmentally, socially, and technically complex challenges which Pakistan is faced with. It seems someone convinced the government of Pakistan and President Pervez Musharraf that construction of large dams is the silver bullet. Much has been written and discussed about large dams which clearly indicates that they are not the panacea to every ill in the water sector. In the words of the World Bank, "what is clear is that the most effective responses to the water challenges in Pakistan are going to vary very widely and are going to require a host of interventions, of all different scales". The World Bank report also tends to agree with what a school of thought is preaching since long: "...the major instrument is not going to be infrastructure alone, but management supported by both old and new types of infrastructures, large (and here I disagree with World Bank recommendations) and small".

I would argue that water is a common resource, be it for agricultural, industrial or domestic purpose. Management of this common resource should be our common responsibility and it can't be entrusted to any private company or sluggish bureaucratic system. Water management needs a human face.

 

