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Despite 63 years of independence, nearly a third of our nation’s population lacks access to clean drinking water. Most of Karachi has water available, on average, for a few hours a day. Some estimates suggest that Quetta may not have sufficient water supplies within the next decade

According to the Food and Agriculture Organisation, Pakistan’s water availability places the country at the bottom of 26 Asian states. At the time of partition, Pakistan had about 5,000 cubic meters per capita. Now it has less than 1,500 cubic meters per capita, and this figure is expected to drop, as early as 2020, to less than 1,000 cubic meters per capita. No wonder, then, that the country is increasingly being categorised as a ‘high stress’ country with regard to water availability.

Pakistan has been endowed with abundant water resources predominantly originating from the Himalayan glacial melt. However, ineffective planning, wastage and accompanying growth in demand combine to keep increasing our water scarcity. Moreover, within the next 50 years, experts believe there will be a significant drop in glacial melt. Water sharing between India and Pakistan and within the country will thus become a much more difficult proposition. 

Nonetheless, the major thrust of our water policies has been to enhance storage through the construction of more dams and reservoirs. In the longer term, the strategy to create more storage capacity for water remains inadequate for Pakistan. Yet, little emphasis is being placed on the options of water conservation and effective and rational utilisation. 

Over 90 percent of the available water in the country is consumed by agriculture. This disparity in usage is justified by the fact that Pakistan is overwhelmingly an arid country with an agriculture-dependent economy that employs over 45 percent of the workforce. But it is indefensible how intensive irrigation regimes and poor drainage practices have caused water logging and soil salinity throughout the nation’s countryside. Conversely, downstream Indus has shrunk to such an extent that it has begun to seriously affect precious ecosystems. Nonetheless, nearly 40 percent of the water used in irrigation is currently wasted. It is time to harness our water resources in such a way that the basic thrust of policies change from being large-scale capital and technology-intensive and environmentally degrading, to, instead, being management-intensive, ecologically balanced and relying more on indigenous technology. 

On the other hand, water shortages affect the availability of drinking water and water for sanitation in not only rural but also urban areas, which is an issue that also merits much closer attention. Despite 63 years of independence, nearly a third of our nation’s population lacks access to clean drinking water. In the next 15 years, it is feared that drinking water shortages will become even more severe. As it is, most of Karachi has water available, on average, for a few hours a day. Some estimates suggest that Quetta may not have sufficient water supplies within the next decade. 

International experience indicates that the lack of attention to water, sanitation and hygiene issues are amongst the most prominent sources of backwardness in the developing world. Poor drinking water quality, quantity, sanitation and hygienic conditions cause illness, loss of working hours and treatment expenses reduce already meagre household incomes. Even food absorption cannot take place in the absence of clean drinking water. In the case of Pakistan alone, it is estimated that water and sanitation-related diseases cost the national economy over Rs 100 billion a year. The burden of responsibility of collecting water from distances usually falls on women and young children, who are away from home for hours at a time, and this gives rise to several other problems including illiteracy and dropping out of school.

Under the Musharraf government, the Clean Drinking Water for All initiative was launched in 2004 and Rs 15 billion were meant to be allocated for the establishment of thousands of water filtration plants across the country. After numerous delays in implementation, due to bidding and contractual difficulties, this initiative was put on the backburner with the ouster of the previous government. However, donors like USAID have recently expressed a willingness to lend support to this initiative. Whether water filtration plants will actually begin functioning across all union councils of the country in the near future remains to be seen. Concerns regarding the quality of these plants, the ability of local administrations to adequately maintain them and the problem of these plants being established in locations that maximise adequate access will continue to pose serious challenges. If the decision to continue establishing filtration plants is pursed nonetheless, simultaneous efforts must at least be made to ensure transparency in construction and for the introduction of sustainable measures for their maintenance. 

Conversely, with the exception of some NGOs working in rural Sindh, for instance, serious efforts have not been made to advocate the use of ‘point of use technologies’ for water purification such as the Nadi filter (a simple contraption made of sand, pebbles and earthen utensils). Laboratory tests indicate that the water, after passing through such basic filters, loses most of the bacteria that it contains, yet these easy to use technologies remain largely ignored by policy makers. 

Recently some efforts have been launched to familiarise the population with the hazards of contaminated water and the need to advocate better hygiene and simple water purification practices. However, too much emphasis is being placed on changing the attitude of consumers to optimise the quality of water and reduce the incidence of disease by overly simple measures such as boiling water to make it safer for consumption. If the water that people get is contaminated with untreated sewage, industrial waste, salts and chemicals, using simple techniques such as the one mentioned above to purify it sufficiently becomes more problematic. 

Instead of entirely passing the onus of responsibility onto hapless citizens however, and wasting money on trying to create awareness about measures such as boiling water, which have very limited utility, the government should shoulder its responsibility as the main provider of basic municipal services like ensuring that the water that flows from the people’s taps is clean and free from contamination. It must also consider alternative means to ensure easy access to drinking water to the more far-flung rural areas as well, even if that means diverting funds from other less essential public expenditures. 
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