Potable water issue in Sindh 
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WATER is a scarce and finite resource which needs to be properly managed. Sindh is prone to water problems because it receives scanty rainfall and is the lower riparian of the Indus river.

The report on Sindh’s Strategy on Sustainable Development 2007 highlights the issues important for management of water and discusses major projects to improve the system. The strategy recognises the threefold requirements--- domestic, household and industrial-- of the province and discusses the development plans for addressing each of these needs effectively. The strategy seems to be sound but the execution in terms of budgeting and implementation appears weak.

Data indicates that currently only 36 per cent of the dwellings have piped water, out of which 62 per cent are urban and 22 per cent rural. Delivery of portable water supply is limited. The sources for domestic consumption for water are explained in the following figure:

Water requirements: In the next 10 years, an estimated population of approximately 221 million will exacerbate the water scarcity issue. 

The water tables are lowering rapidly by more than 20ft/annum due to over exploitation and mismanagement. Maintenance of canal system is poor. According to Unicef, 40 per cent beds in hospitals are occupied by patients with waterborne diseases. In Sindh, the government was allocated Rs2.19 billion under the “clean water project” but it insists that water does not need to be filtered as it is dug from wells deep enough to ensure purity.

Groundwater is the main source for drinking water and there is no integrated management system or policy limiting groundwater exploitation. There are approximately 20 major suppliers of bottled water in the market. The growing trend of using bottled water in urban cities is making the problem of clean water availability more severe. The extraction of water by bottling companies causes groundwater level to be lowered and thus the basic human right of access to water in their surroundings is compromised. 

Besides, the quality of bottled water is inconsistent, resulting in epidemic diseases. The Singapore Public Utilities Board, a global authority on water research, clearly states that there is no evidence for improved quality of water from bottled sources and on the contrary bottled water tested different from parts of the world even contained traces of human faeces.

In line with its “Structural Adjustment Programmes” the World Bank’s “Country Water Resources Assistance Strategy (CWRAS)” devised water policies for Pakistan. The World Bank initiated the water sector reforms aimed primarily at privatising water utilities and commercialising water resources. The water privatisation policy of the World Bank articulated in a 1992 paper entitled “Improving Water Resources Management” proceeds from the belief that water availability at low or no cost is uneconomical and inefficient. Even the poor should pay.

The World Bank argues that developing country governments are too poor and too indebted to subsidise water and sanitation services. The water privatisation already implemented in countries (Indonesia, Philippines, and Bolivia) indicates that it would further increase inequality between the rich and the poor and between the industrial and the agricultural sectors. One can predict the devastating impact of privatisation on the socio-economic fabric of Pakistan.

Pakistan at large and Sindh in particular should wake up to the realities of this grave issue. All stakeholders need to come together to preserve this precious resource needed to sustain life.

The biggest stakeholders of water are the consumers. The urban rich consume excessively while the poor are deprived. We need to increase awareness at the social level and this can be done through electronic and print media campaigns for responsible water usage. In addition online communities and social networking forums should be employed to engage the youth for saving water for the future.

The government recognises the need to provide safe drinking water as a fundamental human right. The ministry of environment has formulated national drinking water policy to provide adequate quality of safe drinking water to the entire population in an equitable, efficient and sustainable manner. This policy needs to be adhered to. Effort should be made to use eco-friendly methods for recycling of water with components or chemicals that do not harm the environment. It should be ensured that the recycling process does not release any pollutants in the environment

