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Don’t damn the dams; given seasonal rains, water-dependent agriculture and top-speed 
population growth they are a must for Pakistan. If the country’s irrigation-based 
agriculture and its need for electric power have survived so far, it is courtesy the two 
major dams, Mangla and Tarbela, built during the Ayub era. Since then there has not 
been any noticeable progress on this front. Instead, successive governments 
increasingly depended on thermal-power generation, neglecting nature’s free gift of 
rainwater and glacial melt. But with the passage of time that option too has fallen short 
of the growing need of electric power, occasionally forcing people to take to the streets, 
and thus stressing the need for more big dams. The Kalabagh Dam was the first that 
appeared to be a viable option. But it couldn’t take off from the drawing board, as three 
provincial assemblies voted against it. Perhaps, had there not been high provincial 
disharmony the proposal could have been redeemed. So, the successive 
administrations looked for alternatives, finally arriving at the possibility of building 
Diamer-Bhasha and Mohmand dams. While the then PPP prime minister Benazir Bhutto 
laid the foundation of the Bhasha dam, PML(N)’s prime minister Nawaz Sharif acquired 
land for the project.  
 
But nothing happened beyond that and it fell to the lot of the present government to 
move further and go for its construction – but it got off on the wrong foot. It appears it 
just had no inkling as to how costly is the project, a failing all the more shocking given 
the dismal state of national economy. The only helping hand that patted its back is the 
CJP Mian Saqib Nisar’s call for people funding the dam – no doubt a patriotic initiative, 
but without much hope to succeed. He has called upon people to donate generously for 
his dam fund; now also joined by the prime minister who has called upon Pakistan-
origin expatriates to do their part by donating minimum a thousand dollars per head. 
The statistics made public about the response to these calls so far is not very 
encouraging. By now, the donations are said to be not even 1 percent of the projected 
cost of the Bhasha dam.  
 
According to some informed sources, if completed by tomorrow it would cost about Rs 
1740 billion; and in five years, its cost would be no less than Rs 2000 billion. Frankly 
speaking, that kind of cash is certainly not in the government kitty and appears beyond 
the scope of people funding. So if there is a contentious debate about this move today it 
should have been expected given the democratic ambience that prevails in Pakistan. 
That critics of the move be accused of subverting the Constitution and held guilty of high 
treason is beyond one’s comprehension. Obviously, there is strong reaction to any such 
warning from a variety of quarters. Furthermore, as pointed out by the chief minister of 
Sindh, the said dam would negatively impact not only the agricultural potential of his 
province because of short supply of water, it would also accentuate the sea erosion in 



the Indus delta districts. He has also expressed reservations about the availability of 
water enough to completely fill up the Bhasha dam, which he warned happens to be 
located in seismic region prone to earthquake.  
 
It is therefore important that the apprehensions of the Sindh chief minister be addressed 
in the interest of the federation and harmony among the provinces. It is equally 
important that concerted efforts are made to introduce modern irrigation techniques, use 
of improved seeds and efficient harvesting to minimise the loss of almost 30 percent of 
the water that is lost on way to the fields due to seepage from the canals and water 
courses.  


