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The high tide brought in by the monsoons in the Indus river system caused a huge loss of life and property and drew much media attention of media. However, very little – if any – consideration has been given to the positive impact on our lives and economy that this excess water has had. 

 

While damage to property is unfortunate and calls for long-term proactive measures to prevent such incidents in future, the availability of abundant water is much more significant for our survival – especially given the fact that we live in arid and semi-arid zones of the earth. 

 

Heavy monsoon rains and river flooding have recharged the depleting underground water in our plains. This enormous amount of river water, originating from the Himalayan mountains, brought with it mineral-rich soil which has spread over our plains and enriched them for agriculture for years to come. Had our rulers been wise and far-sighted, they would have conserved a huge portion of the water to be used for irrigation during dry years.

 

One major reason for the damage to life and property by flooding is that people have built permanent abodes and other structures in the ‘high banks of rivers’, called katcha or baitt areas in local parlance. 

 

During the British Raj, there were laws prohibiting permanent structures in the riverine areas, but they practically don’t exist anymore. Millions of people now live there, and permanent buildings house families, their cattle and grains. 

 

The natural passages of nullahs and streams have been blocked by building houses, factories and roads. It is then but natural that when rivers are in high flood, these structures will be affected. In 2010, while working as a reporter I came across stories in southern Punjab where many people lost their lives in a bid to save their precious cattle. 

 

It is not realistic to force these people out, making them abandon their homes near riverbanks. One alternate solution could be to provide soft loans to such families to help them build their houses on a raised platform and with baked brick instead of clay. 

 

In this way, they may escape complete washout by flood water and manage to minimise their losses. The government spends billions of rupees in relief and rehabilitation after every flood season. Why can’t it instead allocate this amount on proactive measures?

 

Pakistan traditionally goes through four wet years of heavy monsoons and high inflow of water followed by four dry years with low rains and smaller quantity of river water. The fluctuation of water inflows in all the rivers impacts the irrigation requirements of our agriculture. 

 

For example, 1991-92 saw massive flooding with a total annual availability of water touching 167 million acre feet (maf) in our river system. The year 2001-2002 was the worst dry year in recent history with the total annual quantity of water plummeting to 91 maf. 

 

The irrigation needs of all four provinces are estimated to be a maximum of 114 maf of water. Obviously, in some years the water availability remains low and in others it exceeds the requirement. In addition, at least 5-6 maf of water is annually required to flow into the sea down the Kotri Barrage so that the sea does not seep in. Thus, any quantity of water exceeding 120 maf is available for storage to be used in dry years. 

 

From 1961 to 2012 – according to the Punjab irrigation department – the average annual availability of river water has been 140 maf. This year we have excess water which is a treat for a country where provinces quarrel with each other over the distribution of 3-4 maf of water in dry weather. 

 

In the winter, when rivers start drying, all provinces need around 37 maf of water for irrigation but its availability diminishes to 33 maf. The present wet period started in 2010. Keeping in view past patterns, the dry years may commence from next year and we will miss these rains and overflowing rivers.

 

This summer the more-than-usual rainfall in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab has helped recharge underground water, which is the main source of potable water and to some extent irrigation. In rural areas, people pump out water through hand-pumps and in cities, municipal bodies take out underground water with tube wells. 

 

The needs of the burgeoning population and the increased use of water in our modern lifestyles have led to a fast depletion of underground water reservoirs in Punjab. 

 

Further, one million private tube wells draw around 35 maf of underground water for irrigation in Punjab since river water is inadequate for two crops in a year. The average estimated quantity of water that seeps into the ground in a year is 30 maf. 

 

Thus, each year the underground water table is depleting by 5 maf. Two decades ago the water table level in Lahore was 30 feet deep; it has now sunk to more than 100 feet. The current rains are a boon for our cities as they have somewhat compensated the loss in the water table. 

 

This summer, all rivers were in high floods including the Ravi and the Sutlej whose water has been handed off to India under the Indus Waters Treaty. The Jhelum River received more than 400,000 cusecs of water while in normal years it receives up to 100,00 to 150,000 cusecs. This time, it did not cause flooding downstream because the excess water was absorbed by the raised Mangla reservoir. In 1992, this river’s flooding had played havoc in Punjab when the Mangla Dam had a low storage capacity. 

 

The high flood in the Indus River has filled Tarbela to its full capacity. As a result, all the provinces will have sufficient water for irrigation in the winter. There was so much water available that one more reservoir could easily have been filled. In this season, more than six maf of water has already flown down Kotri. The Chenab River received water was more than double the normal inflows. This river enters into Pakistan from the plains of Punjab thus no reservoir can be built on it to store its excess water. 

 

Pakistan can only store surplus water by building more reservoirs on the Indus River. The building of the Kalabagh dam with a storage capacity of 6 maf has fallen victim to politics. Our rulers have been making much noise about the Bhasha dam, but no work has started on it yet. 

 

International studies show Pakistan has become a water-deficit country since its population has increased more than six times since its birth in 1947. Climate change is affecting our river inflows as glaciers are melting up in the northern parts of the country. We need to make the best use of water whenever it is available in excess – like it was this year. 

 

Our rulers are obsessed with motorways and bullet trains, while our survival and food security demand urgent planning for water conservation. Unfortunately, our short-sighted rulers have wasted yet another bonus wet year.

 

Email: adnanadilzaidi@gmail.com 

 

