Is Irsa playing politics with water distribution? 
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A REPORT published in Dawn on May 12, 2010 says that Punjab government has written a letter to the federal ministry of water and power accusing Indus River System Authority (Irsa) of playing politics in the distribution of water among the provinces, thereby harming provincial harmony, and has asked it to reorganise the Authority to provide a better provincial representation. 

The allegations levelled against the Authority are:

1. The behaviour of the Authority in distribution of water during the month of April was biased as it released 4 per cent less water to Punjab and 25 per cent more to Sindh of their shares. This resulted in injudicious distribution with shortage in Punjab being 44 per cent, whereas it was only 31 per cent for Sindh.

2. The politics in water distribution became clear when Mr. Muhammad Amin, the member from Balochistan was fired for favouring Punjab on the issue of opening of Chasmam Link Canal in Irsa’s full committee meeting held on February 12. Since then decisions are being made against Punjab, as it has only one vote out of five in this body while there are three votes against it. One vote is of member of Sindh, second is of the federal member, who is nominated from Sindh as per executive order of Gen. Pervez Musharraf issued on July 10, 2000 and the third is from Balochistan. The way member from Balochistan was kicked out, the new member will never vote in favour of Punjab. It thus smacks of politics in water distribution.

3. This imprudent imbalance in water distribution has adversely affected cotton sowing in Punjab and will endanger rice sowing as well.

4. The injudicious releases have also jeopardised Mangla filling this season as Punjab had to feed its southern belt from Mangla command where losses are to the extent of 40 per cent.

Before commenting on above allegations, it will be of interest to narrate two stories about envisioned loss by two persons.

Story one: When I was Secretary, Irrigation, Sindh, an influential and powerful landlord came to see me and complained bitterly about shortage of water in his channel. He said that this shortage was going to ruin his livelihood. I was impressed by his narration and was angry with my field staff on this situation. On enquiry, it was found that in order to provide water to the tail of the channel, this landlord’s outlet, which was drawing three times the authorised quantity, was reduced to 2-1/2 times the authorised quantity. That was reason of his complaint.

Story two: A businessman was depressed and complained about loss in his dealing recently. A well wisher sympathised with him but asked him about details of loss. He explained that in a similar previous deal, his profit was rupees one crore whereas in the current deal it was only rupees fifty lacs. Thus he suffered a loss of rupees fifty lacs in this deal.

A similar situation exists for Punjab province, which was getting water as per their will, but when it has been controlled now, they are crying wolf. Let us comment on above allegations in light of the facts.

1. Complaint about shortage: It has been complained that Punjab received a shortage of 44 per cent whereas Sindh received only 31 per cent shortage. The shortage percentage depends on what basis this is worked out. Till the meeting of Advisory Committee of Irsa held on March 31, 2010, when it was decided to distribute water as per Water Accord 1991, distribution was done as per three-tier formula devised by Irsa on the basis of majority vote with Punjab getting support of members of Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa province. 

The lollipop given to them by Punjab was exempting them from sharing shortage. In addition, while these two provinces got full accord share, distribution between Sindh and Punjab was done on the basis of average withdrawals from 1976to 1981.

This resulted in loss to Sindh province only. As per provisions of the Water Accord, shortages and surpluses are to be shared on all Pakistan basis and there is no mention of three-tier water distribution formula in the accord. 

This year with proper planning and conviction of chief minister, Sindh, irrigation minister and department’s officers, these two wrongs have been undone, i.e. sharing is done as per ten daily allocations given in Water Accord and no exemption is given to Balochistan and Khyber Pakhtunkhwa provinces in sharing shortages. The anticipated shortage for early Kharif, i.e. from April 1 to June 10 was 18 per cent, whereas because of reduced flows this has increased to 40 per cent. However, both Sindh and Punjab provinces have received a shortage of 40 per cent compared to water allocations given in the Water Accord.

2. Three members of Irsa against Punjab: It is alleged that two members of Irsa support Sindh member. This makes a majority in a five-member body with the result that decisions are taken against Punjab. Member, Sindh is naturally with Sindh province. Federal member is also with Sindh because as per executive order of July 10, 2000, of Gen Pervez Musharraf, he has to be nominated from Sindh province. Since Balochistan member has been kicked out from service for voting for Punjab in February 12 meeting, he will also support Sindh. 

Every provincial member of Irsa has to act in consultation with his province. Mr Muhammad Amin, member from Balochistan, without consulting his province, voted for opening of Chasma-Jehlum Link Canal in a meeting held on February 12. This favoured Punjab but harmed Balochistan as supplies to Balochistan were reduced as a result of opening of ChasmaJehlum Link Canal. The Balochistan government was not happy on this action of its member and as such asked federal government to terminate his services. However, till today, his services have not been terminated and he is working as member, Balochistan. It may be mentioned that Mr Muhammad Amin is a Punjabi speaking person.

Regarding appointment of federal member from Sindh, it may be mentioned that till 2000, federal member was from Punjab or settled in Punjab. When in 1999 army took over, Sindh had various grievances against water distribution. 

This issue was raised before the then Chief Executive Gen Pervez Musharraf, who in a meeting held in Karachi on July 1, 2000, made following decisions:

a) The Water Accord of March 16, 1991, which was later ratified by the Council of Common Interests, should be implemented in letter and spirit.

b) All members of Irsa should be qualified engineers instead of government officials.

c) Shifting of Irsa headquarters from Lahore to Islamabad to be done immediately.

d) Federal member of Irsa should be from Sindh. A suitable panel in this regard may be obtained and submitted to the Chief Executive secretariat.

e) Case of installation of telemetry system at all the required places (without any duplication with Wapda’s system) be initiated immediately.

The decision to appoint federal member from Sindh was with a view to give some confidence to Sindh, the lowest riparian of Indus River System, who suffers the most due to any fluctuations and changes in the upper reaches. Punjab did not raise any objection till 2000 when the federal member was from Punjab or a person settled in Punjab.

3. Mangla Dam filling and effect on cotton sowing: It is alleged that because of improper water distribution on one hand, filling of Mangla dam has not been proper and on the other hand cotton sowing in southern Punjab has been affected. The question arises why Mangla dam was filled when there was shortage of 40 per cent. Dams are filled when water is surplus. Shortage of 40 per cent shows there was no surplus water. So there should not have been storage in Mangla dam. 

The zero storage level of Mangla dam is RL 1040ft and full level is RL 1202ft. Dam has been filled upto RL 1122ft. If water stored in Mangla dam were utilised for cultivation, cotton sowing targets must have been achieved. Punjab wants water from Indus River through ChasmaLink Canal for which they are asking Irsa a release of 12000 cusecs. As Irsa is not acceding to their request, they allege that three members are colluding against them.

4. Restructuring of Irsa: It is said that Irsa should be restructured so that there is proper representation of Punjab. Do they mean that federal member should be from Punjab so that they can do what they were doing in the past? Nobody can deny that for a civil society to survive justice is most important. I may quote an incident from World War II when Germans had an edge over Britain and their planes were bombarding London. A correspondent asked Winston Churchill, “What will happen to England?” Churchill asked a counter question, “What do you mean?” The correspondent explained to Churchill that London sky was overcast with German planes and they were capable of striking any target, and England was in danger of defeat. 

 

Churchill replied, “Go and see the courts of England; if justice is still being imparted, nothing will happen to England.” We know that Germany was defeated and England won the war.Sindh has no objection to restructuring of Irsa. It only wants that this should be done in such a manner that judicious and equitable distribution is done to all the provinces and its decisions are taken in a fair and impartial way. In my opinion, there are two shortcomings in its present structure. Its decisions on majority vote basis are tinged with political manoeuvrings and give-and-take process. As a result, rightful and just decisions are not taken with the result that discord and discontentment persist.Irsa has no arrangement of taking and monitoring of river, barrage and dam gauges, discharges and operations. 

 

It has to get gauges and discharges from provinces and Wapda. Similarly for operations it has to depend on Punjab and Wapda. Sometimes above information is delayed or not given correctly. Similarly, Irsa’s decisions are not fully complied.

In order to remove above shortcomings, Irsa should be restructured as under:

(a) Irsa’s chairman should be a judge of the High Court; 

(b) There should he four technical and independent members, one from each province and one member from Wapda; 

(c) Every matter should be decided with unanimity; 

(d) If there is no unanimity on any matter, chairman should take his own decision and implement it; 

(e) In case of lack of unanimity, chairman after taking a decision and implementing it, should refer the matter to Council of Common Interests; 

(f) After receipt of decision of Council of Common Interests, chairman should implement this decision; and 

(g) Irsa should be given a chief executive officer, who should he given adequate staff to report and monitor gauges, discharges at every dam, barrage, canals offfrom barrage, etc.

It means that Irsa should be made an independent and self-sufficient institution so that its working is fair and just. In my opinion, Punjab’s letter to the federal government is like the complaint of a landlord whose unauthorised share has been slightly reduced or like the grievance of a businessman who has undergone some reduction in his profit, which he considers a loss.

