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Long awaited monsoon rains managed to provide a degree of relief as the drought in the country enters another year amidst weather phenomena that are hounding the entire region, showing no signs of abating in the near future. Scattered monsoon rains in the northern parts of the country resulted in filling the dams and avoiding a major catastrophe. The rains that fell in the catchment areas of the major reservoirs couldn’t have been on a more appropriate time as their failure could have negatively impacted the Kharif Crops, particularly rice and cotton. This is for the first time in the last three years that both Tarbela and Mangla Dams have been filled to their capacities.

The monsoon rains, which were expected to commence in early July failed to materialize and the areas in the monsoon belt didn’t receive any rain till the end of the month. In the upper parts of the country especially parts of NWFP, heavy showers wreaked havoc upon various villages and as a result of the floods some people died and hundreds became homeless in villages around Peshawar due to floods caused by rains on 13 August. The twin cities of Islamabad and Rawalpindi were also frequently lashed by deluges. 

Throughout the month of August, the situation remained almost the same, with the upper parts of country receiving fluctuating quantities of rains causing floods in those areas, while the lower parts of the country, especially the drought affected areas of Balochistan and Sindh received little or no rain at all. By the end of August, parts of Balochistan received some rains that would help in surface regeneration and in recharging the underground water reservoirs to some extent. 

Meteorological Background

According to the Pakistan Meteorological Office, entire region is still in the grip of El-Nino weather phenomenon, which causes aberrations and abnormalities in the weather patterns. In Pakistan, this phenomenon suppresses the monsoon rainfall and causes the rains to be less than normal. Luckily, El-Nino did not have a very significant impact on the monsoon rains but it could get stronger with the passage of time and its full affects are likely to be felt by the end of the year. 

Another factor that came into play this year and has started showing its effects on the regional climate is the phenomenon of “Asian Brown Cloud”. The Brown Cloud is a brownish haze of particles, formed by air pollution, that has covered major portions of south and southwest Asia. This haze comprises of pollutants and particles from biomass burning and industrial emissions and hovers in the atmosphere at a height of about three kilometers. The blanket formed by this haze blocks sunlight from reaching the surface causing a loss in evaporation of water. This directly contributes to lack of rains due to inadequate evaporation of water. According to a study, this phenomenon could decrease precipitation by 20-40 percent. If the emission of pollutants from the region is not checked in the near future, this phenomenon could play havoc with the climate of the countries especially reducing the rainfall to a great degree. 

Hydrological Situation

With the advent of heavy scattered rains in the upper parts of the country and 90% of average snowfall over the catchment areas during the last winter, the two major reservoirs, Mangla and Tarbela have been nearly filled for the first time in three years. On 8 August, the inflows in the country’s rivers reached 482,000 cusecs, which was the highest inflow, recorded in the last three years. After reaching the highest point, the river flows started decreasing again as Tarbela and Mangla hit their seasonal lows on the 12th of September. As per the latest reports, the outflows from both the reservoirs are much greater than the inflows as there is demand for water for irrigation. According to the Met. Office, the rivers have hit the base flow and there is no chance of recovery of flow unless there are substantial rains in the catchment areas.  

Water Availability and Utilization in Pakistan  

	Flow in rivers
	Utilization by canals 
	Evaporation losses
	Water lost in the sea

	142 MAF
	97.1 MAF
	12.5 MAF
	32.4 MAF


MAF = Million Acre Feet

In addition to the rivers, Pakistan receives, on an average, 6 MAF through rains and 18 MAF through the extraction of groundwater. 
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The figures show that there is a need to develop storage for 32.4 MAF of water that cannot be saved and flows out to the sea. The country’s two major reservoirs, Tarbela and Mangla are also losing their storage capacity due to heavy siltation. Tarbela was designed with a capacity of 9.68 MAF, which has now reduced to 7.226 MAF while Mangla’s capacity has also reduced from5.341 MAF to 4.636 MAF. 

Situation in Drought Affected Areas

Although heavy rains lashed some scattered areas in the upper parts of the country, major areas in the south of the country, especially Sindh and Balochistan remained deprived of any significant rainfall with the drought situation remaining more or less the same. Even the rainfed districts of Punjab did not receive any significant rains to date. The Punjab Board of Revenue declared 21 additional villages of Attock district to be calamity hit due to the persistent drought conditions there. 

The drought situation has persisted acutely in Sindh province, especially Dadu and Mirpurkhas districts. In Dadu, the paddy and cotton crop was badly affected and 200,000 acres of land rendered uncultivable due to the shortage of water. Similarly, in Mirpurkhas, thousands of acres of land was rendered uncultivable due to the persistent shortage of irrigation water. The gravity of the situation can be judged by the fact that contrary to normal practice; movement of livestock in the province is now reported to be taking place from the drought affected areas especially Thar to the barrage areas while in the past, the movement used to be the other way round at this time of the year. There were some rains in Karachi during the end of August but the rest of the Sindh province did not receive any significant rain throughout the monsoon season. 

The situation in Balochistan also showed no sign of improvement, as there were no significant rains in the province. During the months of June, July and August Balochistan received a total of 97 millimeters of rain scattered over seven districts while the remaining districts received no rain at all. 

Agriculture

Nature intervened at the right time for cotton and other Kharif crops. The timely rains resulted in the filling of the major reservoirs and would ensure availability of water for these crops. Had the rains failed or been inadequate to fill these reservoirs, it would have had a very harmful effect on the production of cotton and other crops in the Kharif season. There is now barely sufficient water for sowing of Rabi crops in the irrigated zones. The rain fed areas of NWFP and Punjab have also enough moisture for sowing of Rabi crops, their survival would however be dependant on winter rains. The situation in rain fed regions of Balochistan and Sindh would continue to be bad for Rabi season.  

Drinking Water Supply Situation

The situation of drinking water in the major metropolitans of the country also remained uncertain. It improved to some extent in the twin cities of Rawalpindi/Islamabad as the monsoon rains resulted in improved water levels in Rawal Dam but there was no major change in the water level in Simli Dam. There was also some marginal increase in the water level in Khanpur Dam. Sporadic rains in the end of the monsoon season managed to fill the reservoirs to some degree but with the end of monsoon season, there is no chance of their replenishment until the winter rains. 

The supply of clean drinking water remains a huge problem in Karachi as there were reports of supply of polluted and turbid water to the residents of the city. There are reports that the Karachi Water and Sewerage Board has been supplying unsettled water to the city from the Indus River which was carrying large amounts of mud and silt due to limited flow during the lean period this year. According to a study carried out by the Karachi University, the water also contains faecal organisms, which is causing vomiting, nausea and abdominal pains to the residents of the city. 

Future Outlook

Current rains and snowfall during the last winter in the catchment areas of Tarbela and Mangla Dams prevented a major catastrophe in terms supply of agricultural water to the cotton growing areas of Punjab and Sindh. This relief is just a reminder of how serious the condition is. Had the rains failed, it would have been catastrophic for the agricultural production of the country. Even the drinking water supply to the major cities is largely dependent on rainwater. According to a study, Pakistan’s need for water is increasing at the rate of 3% per year while the supply of water is decreasing at the rate of 1% per year. 

Extraordinary measures need to be taken in the area of water conservation and optimization of its utilization in this grave situation to avoid the drought becoming a major impediment in the human development of the country. 
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