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During his first visit to Pakistan, the new World Bank president Robert Zoellick pledged to increase support for the country from currently $1.5 billion to as much as a record $2 billion per year. But this announcement may not be a reason to celebrate. Most of the proposed increase will be spent on big infrastructure, including large dams, canals and barrages. In his meetings with the government of Pakistan, Zoellick said he hopes to extend support for the construction of new large dams in particular. Meanwhile, feasibility studies for the seven-billion-dollar Bhasha dam in NWFP have apparently just been concluded.

The bank is no newcomer to Pakistan’s water sector. For five decades, the World Bank has shaped Pakistan’s approach to irrigation and spent billions on the construction of canals, barrages and large dams that today constitute the world’s largest water diversion scheme, the Indus Basin Irrigation System. These investments have not paid off. While the irrigation system supports an area the size of Bangladesh, its benefits are unfairly divided. The large diversions have damaged the Indus ecosystem’s health. The water diverted from the Indus permits large farms in Punjab to grow thirsty crops like sugar cane, while the decreased flow has damaged the river thousands of kilometres downstream. In the Indus delta, where the Indus meets the Arabian Sea, seawater is rapidly encroaching upriver, threatening water supplies and destroying large areas of arable land. 

Years of neglecting to finance canal rehabilitation, combined with alarmingly high sedimentation rates in the largest reservoirs of the country, are also taking their toll. The supply of irrigation water is dwindling and the size of the canal-irrigated areas is fast declining. Decade-long intensive irrigation has also led to water logging and salinity and transformed formerly productive fields into deserts.

In the 1980s, the World Bank realised that permanent solutions to the problems of water logging and salinity were needed. It decided to build large drainage canals that were to divert the dirty agricultural run-off from Punjab to the Arabian Sea. With $1 billion, the Left Bank Outfall Drain was constructed to solve irrigation problems in Punjab. But its design did not take the interests of the farmers, fishermen and villagers in the Indus delta into account. 

In 2006, an independent investigation by the Inspection Panel, the World Bank’s accountability mechanism, found that the design of the project was faulty and that the bank violated key internal rules when building the project. The project’s flaws led to the loss of lives and livelihoods and to the large-scale destruction of wetlands in the delta.

Breaches in the canal caused polluted waters to flow onto fields and wetlands surrounding the canal. Plants and animals in the wetlands — where 15,000 people live — have died, fish species are declining and drinking water has become salty. Natural disasters, notably the 2003 floods that took more than 100 people’s lives and killed 5,000 animals, were compounded by the Left Bank Outfall Drain and subsequent drainage projects, according to the investigation. Families in southern Pakistan recount: “Before the floods all of us raised sheep and goats. We had about 500 sheep and 500 goats. All our sheep and goats died. For the last two years our children have not had any milk. They are often sick.”

The people affected by the drainage scheme now demand compensation for these and other project-induced losses. They demand that the bank give grants to those who lost family members in the 2003 floods and to those who lost land and safe drinking water. They demand that the bank support them in finding alternative livelihoods. They demand the rehabilitation of destroyed ecosystems. And they demand that those responsible for the project’s faulty design and implementation be held accountable for the destruction they created. They demand that no more new World Bank loans should be granted before people are compensated and sustainable solutions for addressing the drainage disposal have been found. 

The bank, however, has not held anyone accountable for the effects of this project. Perversely, the bank has instead promised new loans for more large dams in Pakistan. In Zoellick’s words: “Water resources are obviously a very important part of Pakistan’s development.”

How is it that this wealthy institution, ready to increase its funding for Pakistan to $2 billion per year, does not grant reparations to people who suffer the consequences of its interventions? The World Bank is currently spending only $6 million for livelihoods projects in the affected villages in southern Sindh. The people from southern Sindh who requested the inspection of their case are stunned by their lack of recourse. “After all these efforts and repeated demands, the poor communities of the area are still waiting for justice. The plan of action prepared by the World Bank management to address the issues raised in the inspection request and found correct by the panel of experts seems a joke on the entire accountability mechanism and justice system”, the requesters [LP1]wrote in a response to the World Bank. More than one year after the completion of the independent investigation in Sindh, there is still no plan for mitigating the negative impacts of the project on the natural environment in southern Sindh.

The World Bank should not fund more large water infrastructure projects in Pakistan before redressing the mistakes of the past. Instead of Robert Zoellick demanding “deeper reforms” from the Pakistani government, the Pakistani people have every right to urge “deeper reforms” from the World Bank before accepting more projects.
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