Rivers of love
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The President finally backed off from his insistence on the Kalabagh dam in his speech of January 17th. But before he did that be exposed dangerous fissures in our society which, if left unaddressed, will continue to undermine our national unity. 
He opened a semi-dormant issue with inadequate groundwork and credentials as a national leader and then simply swept it under the carpet when faced with unmanageable opposition. Indeed the issue is not closed. In fact, the President technically still maintains his position. The Kalabagh dam issue will be built by 2016. The issue has not gone away, it has only been put on the back burner.
The real trouble with the question is not who is right and who is wrong, but the fact that Punjabis aligned in one direction and Sindhis and Pashtuns aligned in the opposite is a frightful prospect for our country. There are serious lessons to be learnt from the controversy as it raged and still simmers, particularly for Punjab and for its leadership which must subordinate everything else to narrow self interest and therefore must continue to follow the President’s line, even though the President has himself, practically if not in principle, retracted.
This essay will examine why on pure technical grounds Kalabagh dam makes eminent sense, but why due to considerations of national unity and cohesion we must not go ahead with its construction at this time and, finally, what we might do as an alternative strategy. Perhaps more importantly, the essay discusses how Punjab should conduct itself on the issue, and retrieve something positive from the rubble for the collective good of our nation.
Talk to a knowledgeable group of civil and irrigation engineers and it is highly probable that you will be convinced that the case for the Kalabagh dam is compelling. In a nutshell, the dam will provide additional water storage and power generation capacity. If Sindh can have more water than it presently has and if it can be guaranteed that its pre-agreed rightful share of water will not be denied in case of shortage then Sindh has everything to gain from the construction of the dam. 
The same will hold true for NWFP and Punjab – more water, more electricity and a greater ability to manage and regulate the supply of water to cope with yearly and seasonal fluctuations. To be sure, no dam is built without some environmental impact, such as the displacement of the population in the lake zone and the raising of the water table in the proximity of the lake. Both of these impacts are manageable given Pakistan’s rich experience in the domain. 
The Tarbela and Mangla dams are fast silting and have a finite life. To a very large extent, the Kalabagh dam will be a replacement for their lost capacity. There are other possible dam sites such as Basha and Dassu. But they are technically far more difficult and costly than Kalabagh. It is indeed amazing how we can manage to disagree on an undertaking of such great collective benefit.
The imbroglio that an otherwise straightforward project has become has really to do with the political topography of Pakistan, not the physical. If we want to be naïve, as has been our wont over the last 58 years, we can be dismissive of the political dimension of the issue and ride roughshod over opposition. 
That will be entirely in keeping with what has been historically our perception of the national best interest and what has brought disastrous consequences for Pakistan. But if we have learnt our lessons we should recognise that socio-political factors are as much a part of the equation as considerations of water resource management. Building a nation is a lot more than an exercise in civil or irrigation engineering. We can live in a country that has scarcity of water resources but we cannot sustain a society which is bereft of unity and love between brothers.
The political context for the Kalabagh dam issue is defined by two entities, rather phenomena, that have had a profound impact on both what Pakistan has achieved and what it has failed to achieve in the last 58 years, us Punjabis and the army. We Punjabis are hardworking and enterprising, and therefore we have generally done well for ourselves. But we also have an unmistakable capacity for being insensitive, self-righteous and overbearing. 
This dual combination, our success on the one hand and our boorishness on the other, has been a deadly soup that has poisoned the fibre of our society. We drove the Bengalis away, the very people in whose great city of Dhaka the All India Muslim League was founded. The same can be said for the army which plays a pivotal role in providing security against external threats but which has also landed us in more domestic political turmoil than we perhaps deserved.
The opposition to the dam from the smaller provinces stems almost entirely from an underlying distrust of the Punjabi intentions. Sindh, for example, suspects that being upstream Punjab will steal Sindh’s right of water. 
Now that is something that can be entirely managed through a water sharing agreement and, as Farooq Leghari and others point out if Punjab wanted to steal water then it has enough storage and canal capacity to do that even today. But such is the state of the political sentiment prevalent in the country that a simple matter has been made into a seemingly intractable problem. The issue is not the technical specifications of the Kalabagh dam but the perceptions that exist about the Punjabis. 
As the opposition to the dam rises, so also does the self-righteous binge of the supporters of the dam, thus reinforcing the mutual suspicion. In the ensuing maelstrom, who really wants to know and understand the real facts about Kalabagh? At any rate, how many people are capable of such understanding? It is a no-win situation.
At present the two most important unfulfilled goals on our national agenda are (1) sustainable representative governance that would bring authentic national unity and (2) education of the masses. If we are able to achieve these two goals then everything else will fall in place. Thirty years from now we will be measured less by whether we built Kalabagh dam or not and more by how well we performed relative to these two goals.
Dams are a hugely expensive undertaking, involve long gestation periods and, because of silting, they also have a finite life. No matter how great the benefit, the world recognises that building a dam is not without its cons. 
None of us have a monopoly over patriotism and the national best interest. If a mega dam is not made then maybe we can, take a series of incremental measures that will be just as beneficial to the national economy, with shorter gestation periods, lower investment thresholds and with none of the political and environment issues. 
Some thoughts; improving the water distribution channels to reduce water losses and water logging, drip irrigation, recycling of water supplied to our mega cities, pumping stations to redirect excess Indus waters going into the sea to Manchar and Kalri lakes, perhaps even desalination plants if we can find low cost access to energy and, last but not the least, investing just a fraction of the capital required for Kalabagh dam into our fledgling software and services industry so that it can start earning the billion of dollars that might be possible through exports and help transform the social landscape of the country. 
At the present time agriculture constitutes no more than one fourth of our GDP, and that is very high by the standard of industrialised economies. If we continue to make broad based economic progress this number over time should reduce still further. China, for example, is around 12 percent at this time. Also, about half of our present agricultural output is livestock related – milk, cattle and poultry. We need to keep perspective. Not making big dams is not the end of the world. The real solution to our agricultural productivity problem is scientific farming, not inefficient irrigation.
There are always economic alternatives, but there is no alternative to national unity. Nations survive in deserts, but they do not survive without tolerance and love. What if the Kalabagh site did not exist? East Pakistan had more water than it could handle and that did not help when the will to be united was lost. 
The essence of unity is respect and tolerance for one another and to pay the little price that goes with it – that’s enlightened self-interest. Our shortsighted rulers do not seem to understand something so elementary as that and Pakistan continues to pay a terrible price. 
Given the apparently firmly held viewpoints of Sindh and NWFP at the present time, the Kalabagh dam will probably not be built any time soon, but by continuing to harp on our insistence all that we will achieve is to undermine whatever we have left in the way of national unity. If we can achieve that then something good would have emerged out of the present unfortunate situation. 

