‘Nary a drop to drink
By Zehra Qadir
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The immediate water shortage crisis in Pakistan is severe, and experts maintain that the long-term forecast is even bleaker. They predict that with prevailing consumption rates and a population growth of four million people a year, one out of three people in Pakistan will face critical shortages of water, ‘threatening their very survival’.

Samina, a college student from Punjab, recounts that in her area girls want to go to school but they have got no time as they are busy fetching water for their family needs. In the poorer households, women and children have to walk considerable distances carrying heavy water pots on their heads to fetch water from distant ponds daily.

These stories are very common in the villages of Sindh and Punjab. As Farzana Bibi says, “We used to get our water from a pond; however, its quality was really bad. Then they dug a well, but we had to line up all the day. Many children had diarrhoea as the water was brackish. We didn’t even have water for funerals. Life was so bad that some families left the village and moved to nearby towns.”

The immediate water shortage crisis in Pakistan is severe, and experts maintain that the long-term forecast is even bleaker. They predict that with prevailing consumption rates and a population growth of four million people a year, one out of three people in Pakistan will face critical shortages of water, “threatening their very survival”.

Currently, Pakistan is facing overwhelming issues of the growing scarcity of water, water pollution, water distribution inequalities, loss of ecosystems and the production of effluents. While irrigation and agriculture take up 97 per cent of all freshwater resources, only three per cent is left for all other uses including drinking water, supplies for industrial purposes and the crucial freshwater interface in the coastal areas.

In addition to water scarcity, our available freshwater sources are severely polluted as only a negligible amount of agricultural, industrial and municipal waste water is treated before being dumped into freshwater bodies. This has led to a situation where out of Pakistan’s population of 151 million people, 54 million do not have access to safe drinking water and 76 million do not have sanitation facilities. The lack of clean drinking water and adequate sanitation is a lethal combination and is the major cause of death in the low income areas and its main victims are women and children.

According to our rainfall regime, we receive rain in the monsoon season mainly, so storing and preservation is an important issue. Water is locked up in glaciers in the northern parts of our country which melt in the summer and monsoon seasons and make our riverine system work. On the way, there are seepages into the ground, where water-bearing rocks or aquifers already exist, and these are replenished. However, if we keep taking water out of these aquifers at a faster rate than they are being reloaded, they will be thoroughly depleted.
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Our population is set to double within the next two decades thus leading to an increase in the demands for drinking water, and to produce more food for the masses. We are a water scarce country, with a per capita availability of 1,200 cubic metres per year. At our present growth rate, Pakistan’s per capita availability will, by the year 2012, go down to 1,000 cubic meters per capita per year. This is very close to where Ethiopia was when they had their drought and famine.

Nearly four million people in Karachi have no option but to drink brackish water. Environmental experts suggest that Balochistan’s underground aquifers are dropping at 3.5 metres annually, and will run out in 15 years and as a result massive internal displacement is expected. The current drought has highlighted the lack of any definitive water policy by successive governments and at the same time exposes serious problems in water storage and antiquated irrigation systems.

It is quite clear that the river Indus is the pivotal water source for Sindh and Punjab and the only source of freshwater that sustains the whole ecosystem and the agricultural needs of the Indus Basin. However, its misuse results in the destruction of the Indus Delta.

The Indus Delta, which hosts the sixth biggest mangrove forest in the world, is under severe threat and has been reduced from 0.6 million acres to 0.25 million acres. The drying up of the River Indus downstream from Kotri Barrage has permanently damaged the ecosystem.

With the reduced flow in the river, its natural assimilative capacity diminishes leading to water pollution. It receives raw sewage and untreated industrial wastewater from communities spread along the riverbanks. The signs of deterioration have already been observed as waterborne diseases are on the rise and many fish and other aquatic species have declined in number and diversity. Ironically, the limited water resources the country has at its disposal are severely degraded due to pollution, atrophying, and overexploitation of groundwater. Not only does Pakistan have large tracts of land that are being rendered uncultivable due to waterlogging and salinity –– unsafe drinking water is equally responsible for numerous diseases, including dysentery, diarrhoea, typhoid, cholera, malaria and gastroenteritis.

According to a Unicef research nearly 0.2 million children in Pakistan die annually due to diarrhoeal diseases. The National Conservation Strategy report indicates that about 40 per cent of all deaths are related to waterborne diseases.

Apart from the issue of waterborne diseases, water contamination in recent years has assumed dangerous proportions with unchecked effluence being diverted directly into the sources of drinking water. Drinking water in most urban centres such as Karachi, Lahore, Hyderabad, Peshawar and even Islamabad and Abbotabad have been found to be laced with chemical and biological pollutants.

Karachi is a classic example in this regard as it faces critical water scarcity and there are riots in many areas due to its unavailability. In some parts of the city, it is sold at Rs1,000 to Rs1,500 per tanker. An estimated 22 per cent of its water requirements are met by small scale vendors.

While the rich usually get water from a single supplier, the poor have to reckon with a bewildering array of service providers, such as public standpipes, vendors, truckers and water carriers. Some of the vendors take water from the municipal sources and then resell it at exorbitant rates to poor slum dwellers who do not have access to piped water. As a result, water delivered through a vendor is often ten to 12 times more expensive than provided by the public utility.

During the last century, global population has increased threefold, and water withdrawals increased six to seven fold. The last decade of that century saw major droughts, floods and other catastrophic events. Pakistan’s record for irrigation efficiency is poor even by Asian standards. With the Himalayan glaciers melting at a fast pace and mighty rivers like the Ravi turning into dry beds, the country is facing severe implications for future water resources that are already stressed by demands of industrialisation and urbanisation.
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Our economy is highly dependant on agriculture and is poised to suffer risks larger than the ones already mentioned. The dependency of the industrial sector on agricultural raw materials indicates that climate change is set to incapacitate the supply chain of industries as well.

The picture is quite dismal and it would actually not be a cliché to say that improving the quality of water and conserving the water resources in Pakistan is a matter of life and death. The solutions are not easy. But to begin with, we need to conserve our water resources in the creative manner and preserve these  resources for the coming generations. We can contemplate the variety of interconnected management and environmental approaches available and understand their social and economic impact.

What is important to note here is that bringing about changes in industrial or consumer water use pattern will make just a dent in the overall picture: the real changes will have to be made in the agricultural sector, which consumes most of the water resources.

We can also ‘make more water’ by treating the effluents we generate and putting back clean water into the environment as there are many cities that use recycled water. It is only by taking steps immediately that we can hope to avert disaster and provide for our future generations. As the cliché goes, every drop counts.



                           The great water debate — Punjab’s standpoint

Punjab, being the biggest consumer of water and producer of over 80 per cent agriculture yield, naturally finds itself under direct pressure due to the depleting water resources and the country’s failure to not only replenish the lost capacity but also develop more reservoirs. It has been arguing for the last 30 years for the development of reservoirs to ensure food security for the country.

The latest dams' survey, which has indicated loss of 24 per cent capacity in Tarbella and Mangla dams, only accentuated it worries.

The most densely populated province also argues that per capita water availability, which was over 5,500 square metres at the time of the Partition, has fallen down to 1,150 metres. 1,000 square metres is the internationally accepted benchmark for scarcity. If the country falls below that level it would be disastrous for all of us.

The federation, Lahore argues, must try to build a big reservoir to avoid this catastrophe.

It also keeps reminding the other three federating units that after the commissioning of Tarbella Dam, which was a replacement dam for the lost water under the Indus Basin Treaty, all four provinces agreed to develop water storage capacity by seven per cent annually. In real terms, it means a dam of five million acre feet every seven years.

By that principle, the country should have built four dams by now and be in the process of developing the fifth one. However, it has not built even one. With this kind of water (mis)management, the country is sprinting for self-annihilation, it claims.

Punjab has been trying to prove through mathematical calculations that depleting dams' capacity would threaten the food security and cash crops (mainly cotton that earns over 60 per cent of exports) of the country. It claims, backed by different dam surveys, that over 100,000 tonnes of silt moves into Tarbella Dam every year, eating up 100,000 acre feet capacity, which is the equivalent of 10 days irrigation supply.
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In water supply terms it means that the dam will hit dead level 10 days earlier every year. The dam, which used to serve country's irrigation needs till mid-June, now hits dead level in late February or early March -–– as has happened this year, too, when Tarbella Dam hit dead level on March 7.

In the next five years, the dam will start hitting dead level in mid-January as it loses capacity equivalent of 50 days irrigation supplies. If that happens, the country would have no water for second and third watering of wheat and also would not be able to sow cotton because of water non-availability. Thus within a year, the country would feel  pressure on food security and export earnings, it claims.

Pakistan only stores about 11 per cent of its total availability, whereas other countries have built dams for even 400 per cent of their water availability to store during super floods.

Islamabad has been sticking to the policy of mismanagement at its own peril. It first wastes millions of acre feet to sea during the flood season and then lets all federating units fight over every drop of water when shortages hit. Instead of sharing scarcity, the Punjab argues, the federating components should share water wealth, by creating it in the first place. Thus, new dams are the only viable solution for the survival of the country.— Ahmad Fraz Khan


                                              Sindh’s version

Karachi is one of those few places in the world where outbreak of water riots is a routine feature in summers. Acute water scarcity brings people on the roads; but what about those people who get water? Many of them die in Karachi, Hyderabad and other parts of Sindh because of water contamination; due in great part to the lack of proper drainage systems.

Sindh suffers because it is the lower riparian. Its lakes and river are contaminated by the industrial waste and other pollutants coming from the upper riparian. This factor has affected agriculture and the aqua life in lakes.

The water distribution issue has embittered relations between Sindh and Punjab. There is immense mistrust between the two provinces on this issue. The promulgation of martial laws, the imposition of One Unit in West Pakistan and the overstretched role of the intelligence agencies have been attributed by Sindh intellectuals, writers, scholars to usurp the river Indus and other resources of the province.

This bitterness is also aggravated because, as a lower riparian realm, Sindh’s rights on the Indus were recognised by the British since the time they annexed Sindh and Punjab into their territory in the mid 19th century. But after 1947 and more particularly after the death of Quaid-i-Azam in September 1948, all the successive governments targeted the province to deprive it of its resources.

There are many historical evidences to establish that Punjab was stopped from taking up any project on the river Indus without Sindh’s permission. As far back as 1901, Indian Irrigation Commission did not allow Punjab to use a drop of water from the Indus without prior approval of Sindh.

In 1919, the Cotton Committee report made it clear to the then Punjab administration that it could not construct any project on the river Indus till Sukkur Barrage was constructed. In 1925, the British Viceroy Lord Reading rejected Punjab's request to construct the Thal Canal.
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Before 1947, there was only one barrage on the Indus which was Sukkur Barrage built in 1932. However, in the last 60 years or so, 19 barrages and 43 canal systems have been built. Stretched over 61,000 kilometres, this system is said to be the world's largest man-made irrigation system that has more than one hundred thousand watercourses and has brought 35,000 acres of land under its command. Only two additional barrages were constructed in Sindh, Kotri and Guddu, and Punjab has been the main beneficiary of the entire development on the river Indus system.

In 1991, Nawaz Sharif’s government concluded two major agreements. One was National Finance Commission award in which the population remained the only criterion for distribution of financial resources. The other was the water accord. However, both these agreements were rejected by the people of Sindh.

Under the 1991 water accord, the water availability in the Indus was calculated at 114.35 million acre feet. Punjab was given a share of 55.95 million acre feet, Sindh 48.76 million acre feet, NWFP 5.78 million acre feet and Balochistan 3.87 million acre feet. It provided 10 MAF for discharge into the sea in Sindh.

“Punjab continues to violate even this one-sided agreement with connivance of Wapda, IRSA and the federal government agencies,” confided an engineer cum bureaucrat in Sindh government who accused Punjab of diverting Sindh’s share of water on their side on many occasions.

“Even the telemetric system is being tampered with,” he blamed but at a loss for answer when asked what Sindh’s representatives have been doing to check this practice.

Since enough water has not been allowed to pass into the Arabian Sea from the Indus delta for many years successively, the sea in Badin and Thatta has intruded and inundated more than 1.5 million acres of the agricultural land. What were once lush green fields and crowded commodity markets now lie buried deep under the sea water.

Punjab’s solution for water and electric shortages is the quick construction of Kalabagh dam. Sindh is not ready to concede on this construction under any circumstances. Resolutions against its construction have been passed by Sindh and the NWFP assemblies. However, Lahore continues to harp this tune.

In 2001, the MQM joined hands with Jiye Sindh Mahaz against the construction of Kalabagh dam.— Sabihuddin Ghausi


                                             Every precious drop

To quench the thirst of this sprawling city has been a phenomenal challenge as water is needed in all functions of human activity. However, the irony is that human activity itself has been largely responsible for the scarcity and pollution of water.

In the twenty first century, water will be what oil was in the twentieth century. The wealth of nations will be determined by the water resources of the country; which makes the situation all the more alarming for developing countries as they will have neither the water resources nor the money to purchase it.

The government cannot face this challenge alone. Civil society and NGOs must contribute to meet this enormous challenge.

Simi Kamal, a water expert and a member of the think tank of Global Water Partnership [image: image6.jpg]


has set up the Karachi Water Partnership (KWP) –– an initiative of Hisaar Foundation and linked to the Global Water Partnership. This is a citizen driven initiative aimed at collaborating with the city government in solving water related problems and challenges faced by the city.

The KWP programmes include the School Advocacy Programme which addresses children of V and VI grades -–– an age when conceptions and attitudes are developed. The children are encouraged to share their learning with their families and peers, thus increasing the scope and reach of the programme manifold.

Water conservation is about an attitude change –– being a friend to water. A parallel Teacher’s Training Programme is also conducted to make this a holistic approach.

The Bio Sand Filter Programme aims at providing a cost-effective clean drinking water solution and by the end of 2009, nearly 1.3 million citizens will be reached.

The Advocacy and Public Awareness through Media Programme works through print, film and broadcast media to inform all stakeholders of the seriousness and possible solutions to water scarcity, highlighting some innovative and successful solutions already tried and tested by the KWP.

The KWP also runs programmes for impoverished women, helping them to earn their livelihood through training in kitchen gardening etc.

However, a lot more needs to be done –– water must be at the centre stage. We need to re-evaluate our relationship to the finite resource of the ‘blue planet’.

It is imperative that we do something now –– before the goblet of human life runs dry.—Anisa Haji
