The Kalabagh dam: the 1986 episode
By Vaseem Jafarey

THE controversy over the Kalabagh dam has abated somewhat, but conflicting views are still being expressed about what happened in the past. Letters and interviews published in newspapers put the blame on various persons and institutions.

Dr Mubashir Hasan holds the World Bank responsible for faulty design of the dam. In a letter to the editor in Dawn, a correspondent has alleged that the project was sabotaged by President Ayub Khan while another writer thinks that it was Ms Benazir Bhutto who was responsible for this. To dispel the confusion that now prevails, the government must open the archives on the history of the Kalabagh dam. As this may not happen soon, I venture to give my own recollections of how in 1986 the project was approved by government and was ready for implementation when, on the objections of the NWFP, action was deferred. The project has remained shelved since then.

The history of the Kalabagh project needs to be briefly recounted. A dam on the Indus at the Kalabagh gorge was included in the post-war reconstruction programme of the government of India before independence. After independence, work continued on investigations and design and feasibility of the dam. Kalabagh and Tarbela were both considered as feasible venues for the construction of a dam under the Indus Basin treaty replacement programme. Tarbela was preferred mainly because of a larger reservoir.

With the completion of Tarbela, the Kalabagh project became the highest priority. To expedite progress, the government obtained a grant of $25 million from the UNDP for preparation of a comprehensive project, including detailed design and feasibility. When the detailed project became available, the government approached the Soviet Union for assistance in construction of the project. The Soviets took some time before giving a negative response, which was to be expected in view of strained relations over Afghanistan. It was only at this stage that the World Bank’s assistance was sought. The bank agreed to lead and coordinate the financing of the project.

With the financing reasonably assured, the processing of the project through government commenced. In the central development working party, the project was approved, without dissent. As far as I can remember, only the Sindh government desired to put on record its concern that the downstream flow necessary to protect the delta should be ensured. In the ECNEC, the ministerial-level inter-governmental body, the project had smooth sailing until the NWFP, represented by the additional chief secretary, development, Mr Azam, raised certain questions affecting his province. Unfortunately, the finance minister, Dr Mahbubul Haq, who was presiding over the meeting, brushed aside Mr Azam’s concerns, saying that the project had taken care of all problems. The Kalabagh dam thus stood approved by the government.

When the World Bank was informed of the project’s approval, it inquired whether it should proceed and issue international tenders. Before a reply could be sent, prime minister Junejo summoned a meeting in Peshawar to consider the NWFP’s objections to the dam. The additional chief secretary addressed the meeting at length on the concerns of the NWFP. Of the many objections raised, the critical issue was that the dam would create a risk of flooding in Mardan and parts of Peshawar district. He proposed the construction of dykes around Nowshera and rise other cities. He then painted a grim picture of the life of the residents who would have to line behind the dykes, deprived of fresh air and walled in from all four sides.

Before these objections could be debated, NWFP chief minister Arbab Sikandar got up and submitted to the prime minister that if the project was implemented, he and his cabinet would resign. The prime minister had no option but to defer the project, and remit it for further consultation with the provinces. Sindh, which was already uneasy about the dam, now came out in open opposition of the project. Balochistan did the same, but more with a view to maintaining lower riparian solidarity than because of any serious concerns on the project.

The NWFP was most vociferous in opposing Kalabagh, but careful consideration would show that its objections were unsustainable. The most serious charge against the dam was that it would flood the Kabul River valley, including Nowshera and nine other cities. This apprehension was based on the worst flood on record in this area, which occurred in 1929, owing to the overflow of the Swat river. Technical studies showed conclusively that the construction of the dam would not cause any flooding in the Kabul river valley nor would it aggravate the effects of a 1929 type flood, originating from Swat. The outcry over flooding was provoked by egregious errors on the part of Wapda. Although the desk and model studies of the 1929 flood would have been enough, they Frontier decided to delineate the position on the ground.

I am told that a man was seen on the roof of a textile mill at Nowshera, who was chalking a black line on the highest part of the wall. Asked what he was up to, he replied that water would come up to this point after the dam was built. Wapda went further and drew up detailed plans for building dykes around Nowshera and nine other cities. The additional chief secretary’s evocation of the misery of the people, living behind the dykes, with no access to fresh air, proved a lethal blow to the credibility of the project. If the NWFP can be said to have killed the project, the weapons were provided by Wapda.

Other points raised by the NWFP could be easily disposed of for instance, there is no prospect of Mardan getting waterlogged because the highest reservoir level of the Kalabagh dam would be 40 feet below the lowest point in Mardan. It is true that the dam would lead to displacement of population in the Frontier, but the number to be displaced was nearly one-third of those uprooted by Tarbela against which the NWFP had not protested.

Dr Mubashir Hasan has stated that the dam was so designed by the World Bank that it would flood the Kabul river valley. The consultants who designed the project had been recruited by the UNDP, and they were not working under directions from the World Bank. It is also not clear what the World Bank would have gained from deliberately misdesigning a major project and causing havoc in the NWFP. I may add that when the controversy erupted, we informally consulted Mr S S Kirmani, the well-known irrigation expert, who thought that the dam was well designed and that the height of the dam could be raised a further 10 feet to increase the hydro output without endangering upstream areas.

It is ironic that the Kalabagh Dam, at the investigation stage, was headed by a distinguished engineer from the NWFP. It is incredible that he should have devoted so many years working on a project which was likely to cause severe damage to his home province. Sindh had more substantive grounds for opposing the project. There is a genuine concern that reduction in the downstream flow because of the dam upstream would cause serious damage to Sindh, such as intrusion of the sea. The supporters of the dam have argued that there is enough water to meet both the dam’s requirements and the minimum needs of the downstream areas. It is asserted that if the Kalabagh dam is not built, a substantial quantity of water would continue to go to waste into the sea.

There has been a prolonged debate on the complex technical issues relating to the downstream effects of the dam. Committees have been set up and investigations undertaken, but the experts have not been able to reach a consensus. A possible solution, if the provinces agree would be to refer the matter to arbitration by neutral foreign experts.

There are deeper reasons, often unspoken, which have aroused hostility to the Kalabagh project in the three provinces. Firstly, there is the psycho-political perception in the smaller provinces that Punjab, with a population larger than that of the other three put together, dominates the country’s politics and development.

The Kalabagh dam, irrespective of its merits, has become a symbol of the supremacy of the dominant province at the expense of the rest. It is imperative for all provinces and sections of society (and not politicians alone) to give serious thought to the removal of genuine grievances and to dispel the existing suspicions and distrust. As a lot of our people have cause for unhappiness, because of widespread poverty and deprivation, it is easy to blame a province or a foreign power.

The failure to resolve the problem of distribution of water among the provinces is a major cause of the dispute. The absence of an agreed formula for distribution of water will also obstruct new irrigation projects on the Indus river system. When Tarbela was under construction, the president had appointed the former chief justice of the Supreme Court Mr Fazle Akbar, to evolve a formula for sharing water among the provinces.

Since Mr Fazle Akbar was from the former East Pakistan, it was rightly expected that he would be free from any bias in dealing with the provinces in West Pakistan. Justice Fazle Akbar submitted his report in 1970. For reasons, which the records would show, the report was not acted upon, nor was it made public. Since then, the issue has remained unsettled. The 1991 agreement was half-baked, as it evaded a resolution of the Kalabagh dam project. A curious feature of the events of 1986 was that the all-powerful president Ziaul Haq took no interest in the mega-project, which his successor in office considers vital for the future of the country.

A final word about the national water problem: most of Pakistan is in the arid zone. The ratio of arable land to the total geographical area is 25 per cent, as against 50 per cent in India, and over 70 per cent in western Europe. Pakistan’s water resources are woefully inadequate for the country’s size and the population’s needs. Dams do not add to the total quantity of water available in the country, they merely transfer stored water from one season to the next. Dams are, therefore, not an ultimate solution to the problem.




