Threat to Manchhar lake 
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THE devastating flood has endangered Manchhar Lake. Any breach in its embankment will spell disaster for the poor fishing community living around the lake and the rest of the population of Sehwan and Dadu talukas. 

The lake is set to receive floodwater from Qambar-Shahdadkot through the Hamal Lake and MNV drain in next few days. 

On Thursday evening the level of the lake was 111.35RL (reduced level). The only way to ease pressure on the lake’s embankments is by disposing of its water in the Indus. But the mighty Indus, on the other hand, is surging ever since it was flooded upstream and is threatening the left bank. The lake has to be emptied through the Aral Wah upstream Kotri once it attains a level of 116RL, considered dangerous, provided the river is getting flows between 150,000-200,000 cusecs downstream Sukkur. 

It is a normal exercise which is carried out under a formula throughout the year whenever it attains alarming proportions. The formula was worked out after Hyderabad city and its suburbs had faced a water crisis in May-June 2004. Around 42 people had died of consumption of contaminated lake water, released in the Indus when it was not having sufficient flows at that time. Then a formula was devised by water technologist Dr Mohammad Ahsan Siddiqui to be adopted, now mandatory, when the release of lake water in the Indus becomes unavoidable. 

Water saline or otherwise, coming from Shahdadkot usually takes six to seven days to enter the lake through the MNVD (main nara valley drain). Daily effluent discharge from Balochistan and upper Sindh in the MNVD is 2200-2400 cusecs which is subsequently released in the Manchhar Lake. 

Siddiqui claims that alarm bells start ringing among irrigation officials, responsible for regulating the lake, when it attains a level of 116RL. “What happens if a huge quantum of floodwater from Shahdadkot comes and the Indus doesn’t recede to a comfortable level to release lake’s water into it, is anybody’s guess,” he remarks. 

Now a population of roughly 20,000-25,000 fishermen that lives in or around the lake is at high risk under the existing circumstances. Bubak, a town, is located in the vicinity of the lake and is threatened too. The situation has a potential risk for Sehwan and Dadu talukas. 

But before that the MNVD itself can be a casualty if it fails to bear the pressure of floodwater from Shahdadkot and suffers breaches in its embankments that are in pretty bad shape. In that case, the areas of Khairpur Nathan Shah, Johi, Mehar and Dadu will be flooded too. There is also a threat to Sehwan taluka as well as the Indus Highway and railway tracks. 

Irrigation officials count receding Indus through gauge of Dadu-Moro location – centre point between Sukkur and Kotri barrages – which was 132RL on Thursday. A drop of few decimals was noted in the last few days there and irrigation officials are optimistic that it will be persistent. 

According to Sehwan MPA Murad Ali Shah, the level of water at Dadu-Moro needs to be 127RL to indicate safer limits for releasing the lake water in the Indus. “The quantum of water from Shahdadkot is huge which means a potential risk for MNVD first and then Sehwan,” he says. He refers to a past precedent when the Manchhar was emptied at 120.5RL in 1995. “Given its current gauge lake can still consume five to six feet of water as its bund level is 123RL-125RL. It takes the lake five to six days to fill completely,” he maintains. 

But water expert Idris Rajput strongly disagrees, saying recession in water level upstream is not likely anytime soon. “Manchhar is set to face breaches in its embankments once water level increases by four to five feet. I foresee no chance of recession in the Indus downstream Sukkur at least in coming 15 days,” he adds. It can only be emptied provided Sukkur downstream flows are between 150,000 and 200,000 cusecs. “And this is not the case right now,” he argues. 

Due to high tide in the Arabian Sea – the ultimate destination of the current flash floods – river water is slowly falling into the sea. High tide is directly linked with lunar month dates and the said phase is currently in progress as it was 15th of Ramazan on Thursday. Resultantly, it has resulted in breach of river embankments downstream Kotri despite flood fighting measures and vigil by authorities. 

The fishing community leader Mohammad Ali Shah also sees high risk for the Manchhar. “The situation is too fluid,” he believes and says that the level of river is high as compared to the lake’s, making it hardly possible to release water into the Indus. “Even there is a possibility that the gushing Indus waters enter the Manchhar through the Aral Wah if attempt is made to empty it,” he says. He fears inundation of the entire Bubak town and villages of fishermen in the surroundings of the lake if breaches are to occur in lake’s bunds or overtops. The Indus is not going to show any decline at least in a week, he says and points out that either the Indus flows should start dropping rapidly or floodwater from Shahdadkot reaches the Manchhar late. “Otherwise the situation is fraught with danger,” he asserts. 

Floodwater is being diverted towards the Hamal Lake and the FP bund locations simultaneously to break its flow. But ultimately, experts say, it has to fall in the Manchhar Lake. Efforts are under way to prevent damages to the lake’s embankments. Machinery and material are being dispatched there with required work force. 

