Water, water, nowhere
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We, as a nation, fail to read the writing on the wall. Water shortages in the country should not be taken lightly considering the fact that a burgeoning population, both globally and at home, is leading towards shrinking of resources, especially water.

According to official sources, ‘the total water available in the canal system in Pakistan is 106MAF (million acre feet) while the total requirement is 117MAF’. Though water experts estimate wastage of almost 100MAF of water, against the understated government figures, mainly due to an unlined and outdated canal system all over the country that has resulted in severe seepage problems and waterlogging and salinity of agricultural land, the good news is that we have plenty of water but have mismanaged this vital resource to the hilt.

Facts and figures tell a lot about how once a fluid situation went haywire over the years. Pakistan is an agrarian economy –– almost 94 per cent of fresh water is supplied for agricultural needs while four per cent serves for human consumption and one per cent for industrial purposes. “In 1886 when canals were dug to irrigate fields by the British,” says Tahir Qureshi, Programme Director, Coastal Ecosystem at the IUCN, “no parallel system of drainage was anticipated to control seepages for which perhaps the British can be blamed for short-term planning.”

At the time of the Partition, Pakistan inherited a dented system but not much was done to retrieve it. Thus many acres of land were either destroyed or were unfit to use due to waterlogging or salinity which have led to creating a dire agricultural need that also hinders food security.

Pakistan seems to attach little importance to as significant an issue as water scarcity, let alone an unprecedented climate change in the coming years due to the increasing levels in global warming. “We have one of the best irrigation systems in the world, a legacy bestowed upon us by the British”, says Qureshi, “which has grossly been taken for granted.”

Water generates from either the melting of the glaciers on the Himalayan range or precipitation during the monsoon seasons; gushing through 19 barrages, two siphons, 43 main canals and 12 inter-river link canals etc. to the fields and urban areas. For instance, the water from the glaciers replenishes Jhelum and the Chenab by almost 60 per cent while the monsoon seasons bring the rest of the 40 per cent.

The unwillingness to settle disputes, end conflicts and the politicisation of essentially technical issues to save the larger picture has also caused the situation to deteriorate tremendously. Experts believe that the water crunch will soon hit us in the face, as farmers still depend on old and outdated farming practices that eventually result in water wastage.

On the other hand, provinces have been protesting against an unfair water share, especially Sindh that is perched at the tail end, the lower riparian, of the country. Though after the signing of the 1991 Accord, the Indus River System Authority’s (IRSA) main job has been to gauge the estimated water demands from the provinces and make plans for the utilisation and dispense a judicious supply of water, there have been serious controversies that have aggravated the sensitive water issue.

Basheer Ahmed, Chairman, IRSA, does not see the water crisis taking a heavy toll, for he believes that the situation on ground is not as out of hand as hyped. “I have surveyed the rabi crop of this year recently which began in October and is due to end soon in March. We are expecting a bumper crop this year. The estimated water shortfall for the crop season was almost 22 per cent –– 80,000 cusecs was the estimated requirement while we were able to supply up to 75,000 cusecs which showed a nominal shortfall of 5,000 cusecs.”

However, Sindh faces a peculiar situation, as the gushing river Indus Delta, that was once an important water source for inhabitants around (the Indus tiger and Ibex were found in the region while red rice was grown there and exported to India) has now become drought like, leaving a heavy toll on its surrounding agricultural land. To add fuel to fire, the Arabian Sea has begun to intrude into the 13 mouths of the river Indus, reverting into the dried up canals that fell into the sea.

As a result water resources, even the underground water reserves, are disturbed as the sea’s saline water is mixing with the fresh water sources –– almost 13 out of 15 fresh water sources have become saline –– and as a result fresh water fish in the river is being replaced by marine species. “People are leaving their native lands for greener pastures as they see no future for themselves around the Indus delta.”

Jamait Ali Shah, Commissioner Indus Waters –– a federal government body that mostly deals with water issues with India –– considers the defective ways of conservation to be one of the main reasons for the uncontrollable water shortage.

“We are a tropical region and during the monsoons, we fail to store the rainwater that goes into the sea, which can be a big help and resource to fathom water shortage,” he asserts. “Though experts feel that some rainwater should go into the sea, if we receive a total of 35,000 to 40,000 cusecs of water, and send some 10,000 cusecs into the sea, we still have enough to store.”

In order to conquer the “oil of the future”, the government needs to pull up its socks and begin work on containing leakages by lining canals, based on long-term planning. There had been an attempt in the past to line the watercourses to stop seepages which received a hefty fund of Rs22 million from Islamabad. The idea, however, fell flat due to use of ‘substandard construction material’ while lining almost 29,000 watercourses in the country.

Outdated irrigation and farming techniques should be discouraged and farmers should be trained from time to time to incorporate modern practices that are efficient and cost-effective. “We should go for short-term rotational crops that are not water intensive,” says Qureshi. “Some of our cash crops are water intensive and entwined with our outdated agricultural practices, make the water crisis run out of hand.”

Heat resistant crops should be emphasised for a sustainable supply. In Sindh, for instance, the Sindh Irrigation Development Authority can play a role in sensitising farmers to good farming practices that help in dealing with water crisis. Also, de-silting of dams is crucial for effective water conservation.

“There is also a pressing need for a coherent institutional set-up that carries out research, helps in realistically advising water distribution, helps in training engineers, scientists and other relevant officials in the field,” says Tahir Qureshi.

Sensitive issues dealing with the upper and the lower riparian, are some of the tricky concerns that should be sorted out in all honesty in the larger interest of the country. The 1960 Indus Basin Treaty gave away three rivers to India but disputes still surface in different forms.

Mitigation efforts for a foreseeable water shortage need to be tackled on war footing, especially in a developing country like Pakistan. It is criminal to ignore the reality on ground, and an ever-increasing population of almost 16 million people should not suffer due to sheer lack of foresightedness on the part of the policy makers and rulers of the country.



                                               Conservation begins with you

1. When washing dishes by hand, don’t let the water run while rinsing. Fill one sink with soapy water and the other with clean water to rinse.

2. Run your clothes washer and dishwasher only when they are full. You can save up to 1,000 gallons a month.

3. Sow new saplings in the fall when conditions are cooler and rainfall is more plentiful.

4. Water your lawn and garden in the morning or evening when temperatures are cooler to minimise evaporation.

5. Wash your fruits and vegetables in a pan instead of running water from the tap.

6. Use a broom instead of a hose to clean your driveway and sidewalk and save water every time.

7. Collect the water you use for rinsing fruits and vegetables and then reuse it to water pot plants.

8. We’re more likely to notice indoor leaks, but don't forget to check outdoor faucets, sprinklers and hoses for leaks.

9. Shorten your shower by a minute or two and you’ll save up to 150 gallons per month.

10. Upgrade older toilets to the latest water efficient models.

11. Use sprinklers for large areas of grass. Water small patches by hand to avoid waste.

12. To save water and time, consider washing your face or brushing teeth while in the shower

13. Bathe your young children together.— Z. Q.
