Indus Belongs to All of Us 
It has given us life, poetry, and abundance. It now asks for care, unity, and humility. 
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Few rivers command the emotional, spiritual, and ecological significance that the Indus does. It is not merely a channel of water; it is a current of identity. In Sindh, it is Sindhu Mata, the Mother River, venerated in poetry and prayer. Shah Abdul Latif Bhittai captured this reverence poignantly: “Je Sindhu na hotee, ta Sindh chhaj na thya”—“Had the Indus not flowed, there would be no Sindh.” This love is deeply rooted in the land’s geography and history, from the days of Mohenjo-Daro to the present lives of delta fishermen.
Yet the story of the Indus is not only Sindh’s. From its sacred origin near Mount Kailash in Tibet, through Ladakh’s high valleys, Gilgit’s gorges, the plains of central Punjab, and the cotton fields and mango orchards of Southern Punjab, the Indus binds a thousand landscapes together. Known as Abaseen The Father in the north, Sindhu Mata The Mother in Sindh, and “the restless lover” in Saraiki poetry, the river is not just a provincial artery—it is Pakistan’s aorta. This shared inheritance has been celebrated for millennia. In the Rigveda, composed over 3,000 years ago, the Indus is praised as the queen of rivers: “Sindhu, first among rivers, rolls with boundless might; resplendent, roaring, unconquered, she leads the rest.” This was not a tribute to one land’s resource, but to a civilizational lifeline—untamed, divine, and communal.
In more recent centuries, Khwaja Ghulam Farid of southern Punjab wrote of the river’s deeper symbolism. “Main vich darya, pher ki kariye? / Lahran wal vichon khair na payi”—“I am adrift in the river—what can I do? Within these waves, no peace is found.” To Farid, the Indus was not only sustenance; it was longing, surrender, and spirit. These literary voices, from Bhittai to Farid to the Vedic seers, all echo the same truth: the river cannot be owned. It is a force that binds, not a boundary that divides.
And yet today, at a time of deepening climate crisis and water scarcity, we hear increasingly narrow claims: that the Indus is “ours,” often meaning one province’s alone. It is true that Sindh’s connection to the river is uniquely intimate. Unlike Punjab’s five rivers, Sindh depends singularly on the Indus for its agricultural life and cultural memory. The delta is receding. Fishermen report rising salinity, dwindling fish stocks, and creeping seawater. These challenges are real and deserve urgent national attention.
But upstream, the story is no less serious. In Gilgit-Baltistan, glaciers that feed the Indus are melting at an unprecedented pace. In Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, rivers like Swat and Kabul, tributaries of the Indus are facing erratic flows and increased sedimentation. In Punjab, canal water shortages have made the farmers dependent on groundwater extraction, and water table have fallen to dangerous levels, threatening food security. The pain is shared. The threat is common. The danger of viewing the Indus as only of one region is blinding us to this interconnected reality. No drop reaches the sea without passing through others’ fields, homes, and histories. The Indus cannot be saved by anyone acting alone, nor can it be preserved if our first instinct is to claim sole ownership rather than to collaborate.
And there are early signs of awareness, modest but meaningful acts of environmental care. In Thatta and Sujawal, community-led and NGO-supported mangrove replantation efforts are underway to slow the delta’s decline. In Gilgit-Baltistan, some schools and environmental groups have begun tree plantation drives along shrinking streams, hoping to revive the riverbanks. A few farmers in water-stressed areas of southern Punjab are experimenting with drought-tolerant crops like millet and pulses, though high-water crops like sugarcane still dominate. Across Pakistan, civil society voices are calling for more sustainable water policies, but systemic coordination remains limited. Still, these scattered efforts reflect a truth: love for the river exists in many hearts; what remains is to turn it into policy.
However, such efforts must be matched by institutional reform. The 1991 Water Apportionment Accord was a milestone, though not fully implemented in letter or spirit, but now it is operating under conditions it was never designed for: rapid population growth, glacial retreat, and rising climate volatility. A new water strategy is needed, which is science-led, equity-based, and ecologically aware. This also means expanding who gets to participate in our national water conversation. Too often, water governance is dominated by federal ministries and provincial bureaucracies, with politicians making token contributions. The people most affected, farmers, herders, fishermen, indigenous communities, and women, rarely have a seat at the table. Their knowledge and experience are not just valid, they are vital. They know the land and river like no bureaucrat would ever know. The river is telling us something. Its flows are erratic. Its banks are dry one season and drowning the next. It has given us life, poetry, and abundance. It now asks for care, unity, and humility. As the Rigveda once prayed, “O rivers, bless us with wealth unbroken.” That blessing depends now on our collective action.
Let us move from a language of possession to a practice of common stewardship. Let us honor the uniqueness of Sindh’s connection without forgetting the shared reality of upstream and downstream lives. The Indus is not Sindh’s alone, nor Punjab’s, nor any single group’s claim to make. It is a trust passed down from glacier to delta, from saint to citizen.
The Indus belongs to all of us. And it is calling.
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