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BALOCHISTAN’S ENVIRONMENT 

                                                                                                                                  

                                                                                                                                     

  

INTRODUCTION 

 

In-depth study of Balochistan reveals the story of human interaction with the environment. Cave 

paintings, stone carvings, artifacts and archeological remains depict the ecological relationship of 

human bands with their surroundings. Paleolithic, upper-paleolithic and neolithic period 

expanded from 40000 to 100,000 years back in Balochistan has spared some ancient relics 

describing the close interaction of man with nature. Excavations from Mehragarh civilization 

graphically illustrate the dependence of man on the wide variety of plants and animals in 

Balochistan. Around 10,000 years back, primitive indigenous tribes used to hunt animals for 

consumption. Later on, they learnt to domesticate them for the purpose. Usually women of the 

area used to gather and collect edible seeds and plants but cultivation replaced the practice very 

soon. Nomadic patterns of life are entrenched in the socio-cultural life of the people of 

Balochistan for centuries.      

 

Topographical contrasts and variations have produced diversity of habitats, eco-systems, 

landscapes and natural zones in Balochistan each important socially, geographically and 

biologically. Along with its own sources the area shares its’ rivers and aquifers with the 

southwestern parts of Afghanistan and eastern Iran. Some of the environmental features are 

nationally and globally significant. Unfortunately, scientific data on zoological, botanical and 

environmental data are quite rare about the region. Here an attempt will be made to present 

widely quoted statistics here but some of them could still be controversial.   

 

Southwest monsoon enters into Pakistan through Balochistan from July to end September largely 

bypassing the lowlands and southwestern geometry of the province. Eastern tapestries of Lasbela, 

Khuzdar, Sibi and Loralai attract greater rains at the fall of monsoon. Zhob and Pishine districts 

have enough rains in the winter while transitional periods are usually dry. Anti-cyclonic system 

dominates the region and the atmospheric disturbances in the Mediterranean influence the climate 

in winter. Highlands receive snowfall, heavy rains pour in between Quetta and Khuzdsar but over 

all precipitation ratio is drastically low. Kalat and northern areas receive frost and freezing colds 

sometimes below -22o  in some places.  
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Strong winds are the significant feature of the province. A powerful northwestern wind blows in 

the southern parts of Balochistan as a low-pressure-zone occurres there in the summer. In Chagai 

people identify it with a phrase of bad-e-sad-o-bist roaz, one-hundred-and-twenty-days wind. 

Speedy sand storms of shifting falcate dunes are persistent episode in the Makran and Chagai 

deserts. Mountains, soils, atmosphere and vegetation develop the present ecological systems of 

Balochistan. The level of Arabian Sea is rising on average of 1 millimeter per year as the result of 

global warming. It might affect the coastal life and force people to migrate further inlands. 

Simultaneously an equal average of tectonic uplift is also happening on coastal lines. Wetlands, 

lagoons and some lowlands of Gadani and Gawadar might be threatened in near future. A bit 

further rise can also cause the loss of fresh water reservoirs in coastal areas. Global changes and 

human activities might be affecting the costal zones gradually but exact information on this 

phenomenon is lacking.     

 

SOURCES AND SYSTEMS OF WATER  

Being largely arid scarcity of water is a perennial trait of Balochistan. Ground and surface run off 

are the two main sources of water. The surface water in comes from the rains, melting of snow 

tops and from a meager share of Indus river flow. Surface water can be then classified into three 

distributional systems in terms of form and size i.e. Inland, Coastal waters and Indus tributary 

system. In general, there are thirteen major river systems in Balochistan, all of them characterized 

by flash floods and surface run off waters. The data, like in several other areas, is variant and 

discrepant in this sector, which creates difficulty while making statements or planning for 

development.  

 

The fleeting rivers and streams in the northwestern and middle parts of Balochistan configure the 

Inland water system. These waters generally flow down to the western and southwestern regions 

of Kharan and Chagai and some of the flashing waves go down to the southwestern terrains of 

Afghanistan. They further constitute six main basins: Haamun-e-Maskhel, Hamun-e-Lora, Zhob, 

Pishine Lora, Rakhshan and Mula. The short-lived streams, flashing waves and hill torrents 

develop another system of channelizing waters in to the coastal regions. Mostly dried up on their 

way down, but these waters ultimately end up into the Arabian Sea. The northeastern margins of 

the province make a part of the Indus drainage system. Kachhi Plain, Kaha River and the Gaj 

River are the three Main basins of the Indus River. Indus Basin Accord (1991) allocates a share of 
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water to Balochistan also. It is entitled to receive additional water in summer if the Indus River 

Systems stores surplus water in its reservoirs.  

 

Physical composition of the province is apposite to constitute ground water reservoirs. Mountains 

and nullahs and to some extent alluvial plains are the means to recharge ground water reservoirs. 

Multiple estimates say that most of the sub-surface reservoirs have been over extracted and some 

of them are now difficult to be recharged. The Nari, Pishine-Lora-Basin, Kachhi and Hamune-

Lora-Basins have been extracted beyond their ultimate limits.  

 

Karez is an ancient system of extracting ground water probably innovated some 3000 years back 

in the northwestern parts of Iran and introduced to Balochistan later on. It is still practiced in Iran 

and Balochistan. The system manipulates gravity force to pull water to the surface from 50 to 150 

feet deep in the subsurface. Its length might range from 4/5 kilometers to 50 kilometers above or 

below. Vertical holes are dug near the horizontal channels for ventilation and clearing the 

blockage. The mother well is dug on seepage points and where the ground water is assessed to be 

abundant.  Local experts are called muqannas and they have got an indigenous wisdom about the 

sub-surface water systems. Digging a karez is time taking and very expensive. Its construction in 

various parts of Balochistan may cost Rs.250, 000 to Rs.2500, 000. There is a long period 

between the investment and coming up of returns. However, once constructed the operational cost 

goes nominal.  

 

An average Karez is capable to irrigate 10-20 hectares of land. The amount of water flow keeps 

varying seasonally depending on the weather. The Karezez are rarely a sole source of water, other 

sources of water like springs and now tubewells are also used. A typical karez may serve a 

community of 200 shareholding families. These shares are then further divided into several large 

and small systems. If there is an amount of extra water it is some times rented out also. The Karez 

water is pure and better in quality than surface water, unless it is exposed to contamination like all 

other surface waters (BCS 2000).    

 

Unfortunately some of the modern water assessments have declared the system outmoded and 

irreparable. While the reality is that it is an aquifer friendly, sustainable and automatically 

rechargeable system of extracting water-supporting hundreds of communities of Balochistan for 

thousands of years. Recently several Karezes have dried up as an effect of harnessing ground 

water inadequately by the tubewells. 
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FLORA AND FAUNA OF THE REGION 

  

Under the rugged rock-strewn terrains and harsh climate of Balochistan the production, survival 

and growth of plants and animal species is no doubt less likely an occurrence. However, the very 

diversity of its physical nature has created a conducive environment for thousands of plants, 

herbs, trees, reptiles, amphibians, vertebrates and invertebrates to live on and thrive. Several of its 

varieties are crucial to plant and animal kingdom of the planet earth, others are unique to 

Balochistan round the globe. Approximately, there are at least 1750 plant species in the whole 

region. Among animals, the mammal varieties are 71, birds 356, reptiles 94, amphibians 94 and 

61 kinds of fresh water fish. Excluding birds around half the species found in Pakistan inhabit in 

Balochistan.  

 

Types of Herbs, Plants and Forests  

The major forest types found in Balochistan are the sub-tropical desert forests, scrub forests, river 

forests and the most valuable kind of coniferous forests. The coniferous forests are grown in the 

northern and northeastern parts of Balochistan. Two of the varieties i.e. pinus gerardiana and 

juniperus excelsa are quite abundant known as chilghoza and junnipur in common terms. Juniper 

is a robust tree believed to be one of the oldest plant specie on earth. Balochistan is fortunate to 

have the second largest stock of juniper trees in the world.  

 

Chilghoza forests, including thinly spread kail cover the mountains of Kaisghar, Shinghar and 

Torghar of Suleman ranges in the Zhob district at the elevations ranging 2700–3400 meters. 

These forests are divided into state owned 2562 acres in Shinghar while rest of the forests are 

claimed by Shirani tribe of the Pashtune community. In the last quarter of the century more than 

three-fourth of the chilghoza forest has been eliminated from the lower elevations by local 

population and the upper elevations are now being deprived off from the forest cover1.  

 

Xerophytic, a plant specie, is adapted to the extreme seasonal conditions and can hold moisture 

for longer periods. Salsola and haloxylon are the two types of succulent plants mainly grown in 

saline piedmont basins like Chagai, Panjgur and Kharan. The species are highly adapted to high 

alkaline and saline soils capable to store moisture in the rainy season and consume it in the dry 

                                                 
1 International Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), Government of Balochistan (2000) 

Balochistan Conservation Strategy (BCS) 
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spans. They fulfill water and forage requirement of goats, sheep and camels in the area, especially 

in drier seasons. Some grasses and arboreal species also nourish in the hottest areas. Gaz (tamarix 

articula), Khanjak (pistecia khanjak), Tafhaz (haloxylon amodendron) are the prominent tree 

plants flourishing in extreme climates. Some of these plants are grown in the dry beds of water 

channels2.   

 

The fertile reddish and dark loamy soils of Kalat help Juniper trees to nourish, khanjal (pistacia 

cabalilica), archin (pranusamy daulg) and mash-monk (prenus eburnea) trees are plentiful mainly 

in the slopes of Harboi. In northern parts pf the district, zira (cumin seed) locally known as Siza, 

and wild onion are grown in large quantity and are fragrant and taste developing ingredients of 

food. Briar and tulips are the wild flowers found all over the area. Many of the bushes and trees 

are being razed by the local people for fuel energy and timber demands. It is affecting the soil and 

climate of the area (District Profile of Kalat 1997). According to a sample study of Marratan 

(1996: 82, as quoted in BCS 2000) around 200-250 kilometers per hectares of the bushes and 

shrubs are cut off for fuel wood ever year.     

 

Ziarat and Juniper Forests  

A peculiar environmental dimension of Balochistan will remain un-described if the landscape of 

Ziarat is not elaborated. It is situated in the northwest of Quetta, located between 1800–3488 

meters altitude. Zizri and Mana are the two lush green valleys producing ample of apples, plums, 

grapes and other fruits. Khalifat  in Ziarat is the second highest peak of the province. A deep 

narrow chasm between high mountains ending in a perennial spring is known as Sandeman 

Tangi. Other well-known valleys are Mangi, Kawas, Kach and Ahmadoon. The soil composition 

of the valley is loamy and loamy-stony with varying proportion of clay and shingle. Green fields 

are naturally raised like flat terraces with riveted stones. The muddy patches are highly fertile, 

good for the nourishment of orchards and fine quality fruits. Local people control and divert 

torrential waters by timber spurs to irrigate fields. The area is cool in summers and extremely 

cold in the winters receiving a good enough snowfall every year3.      

 

 Jnuiper forests need a special word here because of their global fame and critical state of 

existance. This unique sort of forest grows at the range of 2000–3500 meters heights under severe 

climatic conditions with a precipitation ratio of 328 millimeters falling mostly as a snow. The 

                                                 
2 Government of Balochistan/Planning and Development Department (1997) Chagai: A District Profile 
3 Government of Balochistan/Planning and Development department (1997) District Profile of Ziarat 
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ideal elevation for Juniper trees is told to be about 3000 to 4000 meters. Ziaret and Zarghoon hills 

are excellent heights for the growth of Juniper trees. They are extensively spreading over 86000 

acres while the total area covered by the forest extends to almost 141000 acres (BCS 2000).  

 

Having an extremely slow growth, one centimeter in 11 years or one foot in 60-80 years, the 

juniper trees are most valuable assets. It is an evergreen plant, bearing berry like fruits or cones. 

They are found only in Mexico and Switzerland or in Balochistan in the shape of forests 

throughout the world. Thousands of years old forest is not only unique globally but it is the only 

thickest forest in the world. Its leaves and fruits are used in certain medicines and perfumes and 

the oil of its berries is supposed to be healthier for human skin.   

 

Pathetically, the precious groves of juniper are being destroyed for the last two or three decades. 

Hundreds of thousands of trees are being logged off for fuel wood and household construction by 

the local residents. The massive cut of the trees is not only tarnishing the beauty of Ziarat but 

causing soil erosion also. Given its snail-pace nourishment, it is an uphill-task to re-grow the 

forest. This is a sign of caution for the environmental agencies and local authorities that are not 

succeeding to prevent slashing. An effort was made in 1974 to stop the destruction of trees 

legislating one-year-imprisonment and Rs. 5000 fine or both for the crime but unfortunately, the 

process of chopping off trees is still on4.  

 

Major reason for the loss of forests is the unavailability of alternative sources of energy in the 

area. The poor people around have no alternative in the chilling colds of the winter but to burn the 

logs of juniper for warmth. A parasite ‘dowrf mistlo’ that attacks the lower trunk turning the 

whole tree into a hollow structure, is another threat to the life of the trees. Several hundred trees 

have been raised to the ground by this fatal disease. Forest Institute (Peshawar), Agricultural 

University (Faislabad) and IUCN have launched some research to control the parasite. 

Auspiciously they are now coming up with effective measures to check the disaster. Other plant 

varieties thriving in Ziarat are olea species, khunjak, ephedra, wild almond and wild ash (Ibid). 

Three varieties of scrub forests are found on the moderate plateaus ranging from 500–1500 

meters, known as dry-temperate scrubs, broad-leaved subtropical bushes and tropical thorn-

forests. The first one is found in Kalat, Quetta and Qilla Abdullah, the second one breed in 

Suleman ranges and the third category grows in Sibi and Nok-Kundi. These forests can stave the 

                                                 
4 Kundi, Mansoor Akbar (1994) Vanishing Juniper Forests (in) Balochistan: A socio-cultural and Political 

Analysis, Qasim Printers, Archer road Quetta 
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land off from soil erosion and reduce the intensity of flash floods. There was time when the large 

tracts of low rain areas were covered with these forests but now an outsized amount has been cut, 

overgrazed by the animals or browsed converting the area into a degraded form of xerophytic 

shrubs. Subtropical desert varieties include persicum, salocornicum and salt-flats grown in the 

ranges of 600-900, 480-1220 and 610-860 meters elevations respectively, occurring in Kharan, 

Chaghai, Mushkhel and Lora, and the middle variety in the nullahs and washes of various hill 

tracts5.  

 

Riverine and mangroves are the two other varieties of forests left in a very small quantity in the 

province. The riverine forests are rarely found in natural conditions in the district Sibi and 

Lasbela. The major variety is of nilcota with intermittent growth of euphratica and cineraria in the 

drier strips prospering on the irrigated segments of Lasbela, Sibi, Kirthar, surroundings of river 

Nari and in the fields watered by tubewells. The Forest Department controls only 4494 acres of 

the riverine forests in Sibi and Lasbela districts others are in the custody of feudal lords there. 

These forests have been excessively cut for fuelwood and hacked for the fodder. Most of the area 

has been now converted into the agricultural land; the left over patches will soon be slashed down 

to clear the ground.     

 

Mammals and Reptiles  

A very small population of wild animals makes home in Balochistan. Whatever it is has been 

further reduced to extinction under several threats. Wild mammals and reptiles are critically 

threatened in Balochistan many times more than other parts of Pakistan.  

 

Urial and straight-horned Markhor are the two outstanding varieties of wild goats.  Their small 

flocks have been observed in the rough and parched hills of Afghanistan Tajkestan, Uzbekistan, 

Turkemanistan and India. Traditionally the straight-horned Markhor used to live in all the 

mountainous ranges of northeastern Balochistan. Now it is largely concentrated in the Toba-

Kakar range near Afghanistan border, particularly in the protected area of Torghar. Furthermore it 

also appears in the north and eastern crags of Quetta and its neighbouring hills. Traditionally the 

Urial is found throughout Balochistan right from Makran ranges to northern peaks. Their major 

stocks have been noticed in the protected territories of Torghar and Dureji6.  

                                                 
5 Government oF Balochisat/ Planning and Development Department (1997) Ziarat: A District Pofile.  
6 Federal Register, Federal Wild Life Department/Department of the Interior (1999)  
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Within the last three four decades the population of Markhor has greatly decreased because of 

indiscriminate hunting and other human extensions. Habitate degradation, housing encroachment, 

logging of trees and grazing competition with livestock and other animals has adversely affected 

their survival and habitat. In 1999 the Federal Wildlife Department shifted the status of straight-

horned Markhor and their sub-species from endangered to threatened in the northwestern 

Balochistan (Ibid).  Straight horned Markhor and Urial are just recovering from the state of 

extinction. Markhors population was reduced to few hundreds in the last decade but is now 

reported to have reached above one thousand. Urials’ size has just begun to grow in to four 

figures (BCS 2000).  

 

The Balochistan’s black bear and wild Chilten goats are at the tip of extinction. The black bear 

was seen in the juniper forest precincts of Khuzdar and Ziarat in the 1970s and is now confined to 

the subtropical forests of southern Balochistan. A scanty proportion is surviving in the hills of 

Khuzdar and northeast of Kalat. A small size of Chilten wild goats is enduring in the Chilten 

National Park and the Hazarganji. Their population does not exceed few hundreds. Asiatic 

Cheetah and Indian wild ass once living in Balochistan have gone extinct in the last few decades. 

Those surviving are off course not doing well.  

 

 More than twelve reptile species are found in the harsh and jagged district of Chaghai. Almost 

half the creatures are endemic to the region while others are quite rare. Like birds, illegal trade 

and smuggling of these apparently ordinary creature is going on at appalling rate. Lack of data 

precludes the true assessment of green turtles, sea snakes, marsh crocodiles and other marine 

species but this much is sure that their proportion has declined to the highest degree and their 

survival is certainly under threat (Ibid).  

 

Livestock and Grazeers     

Pastoral traditions of Balochistan can be traced back to thousands of years. Domestication of 

animals for milk, meat, draught and loading is one of the distinctive characteristics of the people 

of Balochistan. Almost half a dozen breeds of sheep and nearly equal types of goat are raised in 

the province. Most of them are indigenous capable of surviving withy little feed and water, others 

are exotic introduced by the livestock departments or by individual farmers.  
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The main breeds of sheep are Balochi, Bibrik, Rakshnai, Harnai, Mengali and Kakri. The well-

known goat breeds raised for hair and milk production are Lehri, Pahari, Kajli and Khurasani. 

Babri and Kamori are quite famous for enough milk production. The foreign breeds of goat and 

sheep brought in the region include Awassi, Polled Dorset, Karakul Sheep and Teddy and Angora 

goats. Usually they find a great difficulty in coping with the harsh climate and scarcity of food 

and water.  

 

Ruminants like goats and sheep almost entirely depend on rangelands. More than 70% of the 

province consists on rangelands providing above 90% feeding requirements of the livestock and 

5% of the buffalo and cattle needs. Watersheds and plant varieties are also important for the 

animals to survive on. Broadly, the rangelands can be demarked into three agro-ecological zones. 

Eastern ranges comprising Zhob and Loralai districts receive more than 200 millimeters of rain 

annually and retain a good vegetation cover. They constitute 38% of the total area but are 

supporting 75% of the livestock. Desert areas of Chagai, Panjugur, Kharan and Kech constitute 

western rangelands. They receive the lowest precipitation perhaps 50 millimetre a year. So they 

are unable to support even a fairly small number of livestock. The central rangelands are 

constituted between Quetta and Kalat. Precipitation ratio here stands between 100 to 200 

millimeters mostly received in early spring. Natural vegetation is moderate in this area but it is 

feeding a pretty large number of livestock obviously beyond its capacity. Draught animals are 

chronically short of forage.    

 

According to a report of Agricultural Census Organization (1998) there are around 20 million 

sheep and goat in the region, which is almost seven times greater than the actual carrying capacity 

of the rangelands. Malnutrition causes several diseases, parasitic problems and deaths. In drought 

spans the livestock owners suffer from heavy losses.        

 

Lohani, Lal Sindhi and Bhagnari are the commonly found cattle breeds. They have developed a 

wonderful adaptation to the environmental conditions of the area. Lal Sindhi is well known for its 

capability to survive on scarce feed and sufficient milk. It is well demanded by foreign countries 

because of its qualities. Similarly, Lohani animals not only survive on scanty food but also are 

good for ploughing in the sub-mountainous tracts.  Except Sindhi Kundi, which thrives in canal 

irrigated districts of Naseerabad, buffalo breeds are less common in the region. In the last decade, 

there number around increased by ten percent.  The cattle are being raised to address the growing 
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demand of fresh milk in the area. Many farms are being developed outside the urban towns. Pack 

animals like camels, mules, donkeys and horses are less visible now as they used to be several 

decades earlier. Transportation facilities made an inverse impact on their size.   

 

BIRDS AND WETLANDS 

 

Despite being largely dry and rugged Balochistan contains the finest wetlands and some of them 

are of international significance. They are very few in number but important in ornithological 

perspectives attracting birds and waterfowls traveling far off distances from Central Asia and 

Siberia. Geese, swans, ducks, herons, grebes and numerous species of waders are the prominent 

birds seasonally hosted by these wetlands.  

 

Spin Karez, a wetland near Quetta catches the attention of several migratory and waterfowl 

species to breed here every year. Hana Lake, 20 kilometers off the Quetta valley, also attracts 

number of waterfowls in the winter. The seasonally appearing Siranda Lake in district Lasbela is 

well known for attracting hundreds of common shelducks. The Kirthar canal of Jaffrabad district 

is famous for persuading scores of waterfowls like pintails, mallards, coots, widgeons and plenty 

of egrets and grey herons in its surroundings. Exclusively important Zangi Nawar Lake is the 

wetland of globally distinctive qualities drawing thousands of migratory birds to dwell in and 

breed. Eurasian Cranes make a pretty long stay on this lake while traveling eastward to Chaghai 

and onwards. Unfortunately, the lake dries up during severe droughts as it happened in 1999 and 

2000.  

 

Hab reservoir, Pasni bay and mangrove forests on the Makran coast are also worth mentioning in 

this regard. Diversion of surface waters for irrigational purposes is putting the survival of the 

wetlands in peril. Extinguishing freshwater sources are endangering the life of the wetlands and 

associated habitats. Siltation is reducing the storage capacity of several wetlands. Bund Khushdil 

Khan, once a main area tempting birds to stay and breed, now remains dry for most part of the 

year and is being grabbed for settlement and cultivation; if not restored timely will be lost 

forever.   

 

Other than waterfowls, quite a lot of other birds dwell in seasonally or pass through the lands of 

Balochistan, some of them quite renowned in the bird community. Falcons, cranes and houbara 

bustard are the named few. Pregrine and Saker are the two precious varieties of falcons wintering 
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in the centre and coastal cliffs, and in the northern parts of Balochistan. Saker and peregrine are 

usually trained to hunt houbara and both of the birds are much in demand by the Arab falconers. 

Hundreds of these birds are trapped every year and smuggled out to the Middle East. Demoiselle 

and Eurasian cranes travel between Afghanistan and India and cross through river Zhob and 

Loralai before they enter into Pakistani and Indian Punjab. Dozens of hunters come down to Zhob 

from NWFP following these birds. Roughly, four to five thousand demoiselles are ensnared every 

year7.  

 

A high degree of climatic and precipitational variation provides opportunity to some more birds 

to fly in and breed in Balochistan. Hawfinch and leaf warbles migrate from northern areas to 

south and midlands of Balochistan in the winter. A large number of African, sub-tropical and 

Himalayan Palaearctic species also immigrate and breed in Balochistan in the summer.    

 

A large-necked, long-legged migratory bird with thin feathers on head and of grey chest migrates 

to the region in the winter. Originally, it migrates from Central Asian and Siberian lakes to 

NWFP8, Balochistan and southern India. The tallest of them might be 5 feet high and her wings 

can stretch up to 8 feet. The Wildlife Survey of Pakistan has noticed three types of Cranes i.e. 

Common Crane, the Demosiele Crane and the Siberian Crane entering into Balochistan. The first 

two emigrate from Central Asia and the third one moves in from Siberia. Their routes in 

Balochistan are Dalbandin and Zangi Nawar in south and Zhob-Kamardin Karez in the north. 

Most of them come back for summer and breeding in the late spring9.       

 

NWFP and Balochistan are the most dangerous routes for these birds, says a report prepared by 

Wetland and Water flow Conservation in South and West Asia (WWCS & WA). On their way to 

seek shelter thousands of the innocent cranes are trapped, injured or shot dead. National Council 

for the Conservation of Wildlife (NCCW) estimates an alarming fall in their number because of 

scaring and killing on breeding grounds. According to a sample survey of NCCW, 20 out of every 

100 cranes were shot dead, around 70 ensnared alive and nearly 10 wounded or killed in a 

struggle to trap (Ibid).  

 

                                                 
7 Government of Balochistan/International Union for the Conservation of Nature (2000) Balochistan 

Conservation Strategy,  
8 North Western Frontier Province 
9 Kundi, Mansoor Akbar (1994, Government of Balochistan/International Union for the Conservation of 

Nature (2000) Balochistan Conservation Strategy, Quetta 
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District Kharan, Nushki and highlands of Nag are the most favourite winter abodes and breeding 

places for houbara bustard. Their number has fallen drastically in the last quarter of the last 

century due to incessant hunting by the Arab falconers and local hunters. Not only birds even 

scores of eggs are illegally exported out of the country every year. A widespread campaign and 

practical efforts are essential to save these species touching extinction. If the appalling situation 

of hunt and trap continues most of the birds will either disappear or stop visiting Balochistan for 

reproduction and resort.    

 

URBAN ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUES   

 

Urban Expansion and Environmental Concerns    

Urbanization is concomitant to civic and other amenities of life. Rapid and misbalanced 

urbanization is happening in Balochistan. Comparing with the census of 1981 the share of urban 

population in Balochistan has increased from 16% to 23% of the total in 1998, a rapid rise at the 

rate of 6% per annum. Seeing the current trend it is estimated that the population of Balochistan 

will reach around 1.8 million by 2010 half of them living in urban areas mostly in Quetta. Such a 

swift process of urbanization is putting extra pressures on the resource base of the area as it is 

happening in other provinces of Pakistan. Environmental degradation is the immediate effect of 

urbanization and the situation goes worse if the administrative mechanisms are poorly developed.     

 

Multiple factors constitute the present environment of Quetta, the largest city in Balochistan 

situated at the crossroads of socio-cultural and economic interaction. Initially planned to 

accommodate 50,000 people in British times is now supporting more than one million population. 

Around half the population of the city lives in the slums and kachhi abadies growingly 

mammothly without any planning or administrative control and without proper services. The 

amebic growth is submerging the cultivable patches and orchards most valuable in Quetta. The 

already scarce vegetation is being removed by urban expansionism.  

 

Slum area expansion, lack of water and sanitation facilities, broken roads and pavements, 

overcrowding and traffic congestion are common features of the large cities in Balochistan. 

Although Master Plans for several cities including Quetta, Gawadar, Ziarat, Turbat, Mastung and 

Kalat have been developed but little action has been taken. A greater portion of urban population 

has migrated in from rural areas holding cultural traditions close to their heart with little civic 

consciousness. Communities are ethnocentric caring least for urban obligations, liberty and 
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responsibilities. Affluent people buy their way out living in newly developed towns and colonies 

with relatively better civic facilities. Poverty, unemployment and illiteracy widen the gap between 

the better off and the disadvantaged reflecting the difference on face of the towns also.  

 

The civic authorities responsible to plan, develop and manage the city are Quetta development 

authority (QDA), Quetta Municipal Corporation (QMC) and Balochistan Water and Sanitation 

Agency (BWASA). QDA is responsible for engineering, town planning and building control but 

little development emerged abiding by the principles of Quetta Master Plan (1986). The Master 

Plan needs to be given a legislative status for Quetta and for all other cities to handle inadequate 

expansionism. QMC is supposed to deal with waste disposal and sanitary problems but is 

languishing from chronic lack of funds, equipment and managerial capabilities. The present Local 

Government System installed in August 2000 though far better than the defunct previous one but 

is still struggling with financial and political obstacles. A unified prospective approach to 

streamline its expansion and improve the services is required before things go out of hand10.       

 

Kalat is generally clean and there is minimum brown or grey pollution. As the city is not too 

large, traffic size is limited and the industrial units do not exist hence atmosphere is generally free 

of pollution. Nevertheless, solid waste problem is getting serious like other growing cities. No 

solid waste system in the city exists at all. Streets and residential quarters are turning into 

dumping grounds. It is causing health hazards and severe inconvenience to every day life of the 

people.11   

 

Smoke pollution and sanitation problems are the two more exclusive concerns of the Ziarat 

valley. In summer, particularly, the atmosphere goes heavier with vehicle emitted burnt oil smoke 

and traffic noise because of the heavy traffic inflow of the internal and external tourists to the 

valley. Similarly, sanitary conditions are getting worse day by day as the tourism and hoteling 

activity is picking up momentum. Kawas and main Zirat valley are the typical cases of 

environmental degradation12.   

  

 

                                                 
10 Government of Balochistan/International Union for the Conservation of nature (2000) Balochistan 

Conservation Strategy, Quetta 
11 Government of Balochistan/Planning and Development Department (1997) Kalat: A district Profile, 

Khursheed Printers, Islamabad.    
12 Government of Balochistan (1997) Ziarat: A District Profile.   
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Supply and Contamination of Water 

Scarcity of water is the perennial dilemma in Balochistan. Conserving and managing water for 

domestic, industrial and irrigational purposes is perhaps the most serious concern of the whole 

province. Major sources of water are natural springs, karezez, hand-pumps, wells and tubewells. 

The excessive drilling of water is causing the fall of water table from 0.5 to 3 meters in various 

places. Aquifers and shallow reservoirs of water are being contaminated by the blend of 

wastewater. Not more than 15% of the people of Balochista have an access to virus free disease. 

Water born diseases and deaths of small children are common in rural areas.  Urban expansion is 

encroaching the natural reservoirs and recharging zones of water. Less than half the population of 

all of the towns is hardly connected with piped water. Water supply and distribution system in 

each urban area is relatively different and so are the problems. Generally brackishness, leakage, 

short supply and contamination are the most common problems allied with the drinking water 

facility in Balochistan13.  

 

In Sibi district ground water is saline and unsuitable for drinking. The city is supplied with water 

for three hours a day by the public water supply system. Power breakdown being frequent in the 

town puts all the citizens in great trouble, as there is no alternative. No serious effort has ever 

been made by the concerned authorities to boost up the supply. Asian Development Bank has 

devised a huge water supply scheme, if implemented successfully the problem is likely to be 

solved largely.  

 

Traditionally Quetta used to avail its’ water from natural springs, karezes and shallow wells. Urak 

spring originally providing water only to cantonment has been sharing the resource with Quetta 

city but the arrangement broke down in 1970 under unmetable demands by ever expanding 

citizenry. It is now just a partial source of provision. Numbers of tubewells have been installed by 

the local agencies and privately, legally and illegally, to fulfill the need. But they have caused 

other grave consequences like the fall of water table and emptying the aquifers etc. Seven 

tubewells dried up in 1996 and the discharge rate of others is gradually falling. The total 

catchments area where Quetta is located is above 900 square kilometers. The average withdrawal 

of water is estimated to be 67 cusecs every year while the sub-basin is recharged for 38 cusecs a 

year causing a deficit of 29 cusecs. Out of 67 cusecs, 30 cusecs are used for household 

requirement, 33 for irrigation and 4 for industrial activity. If the supply and demand equation 

remains the same the city will be short of 65 million gallons a day by 2010 and the sub-basin 

                                                 
13 Siddique Baloch (?) Water is life 
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reservoir will be completely exhausted by 2020. Other than that some of the less deep aquifers 

have been contaminated by wastewater and sewage.  

 

Balochistan Water and Sanitation Authority (BWASA) is responsible for the provision of potable 

water in Quetta. The said authority claims of taking some water conservation measures. 

Obviously, Quetta cannot rely on the ground or spring water much longer. The Government of 

Balochistan has developed a project for Water Supply and Environmental Improvement (WSEI) 

with the technical assistance of ADB. A recharging mechanism for sub-basin resources is also a 

part of the planning.  

 

To improve the present condition recycling and rehabilitation system of water distribution needs 

to be developed for economical use. Low-cost simple technologies need to be introduced and 

promoted to stop unnecessary drilling of water and protect the water table to fall further. Large-

scale mass campaign for efficient use and quality maintenance is necessary. Water regulations, 

planned growth and construction of new towns with sustainable supply of water will help 

reducing pressures. Small and medium sized potable water supply systems need to be introduced 

using appropriate technology and involving local community, particularly women.    

 

Solid and Liquid Waste Problem  

Management and disposal of waste is getting serious with the rapid urbanization process in 

Balochistan. It will not be wrong to say that a waste management system is highly ineffective and 

inappropriate in all urban areas of Balochistan. It is estimated that a meagerly 5-7% of the rural 

population has access to some sort of sanitation system and only 30% of the rural population is 

connected to a drainage network. Open drains and unlined watercourses are common in all of the 

urban settlements. In rural areas flush and gutter system for toiletry is quite uncommon. Men and 

women use surface latrines for defecation while children are free to pass their anywhere in the 

open. The presence of domesticated animals in the household boundary also cultivates unhealthy 

conditions.     

 

Domestic, industrial and institutional waste, both solid and liquid, is disposed off untreated. Slum 

areas and ghettos are simply deprived of even a crude form of drainage and disposal. Heaps of 

trash and ponds of filthy water are a common sight around. Only a very small group of houses 

have an access to septic tanks in few cities of Lora Lai, Quetta and Mastung, all other classes of a 

city waste water in open drains and trash on near by places or fields. The situation goes worse in 
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the winter and rainy seasons when water sits longer in the low-lying areas and causes problems 

for pedestrians and the traffic and causes erosion of roads and pavements.   

 

Quetta is the most serious case of disposal ailments in Balochistan. Around 80% of its population 

is deprived of appropriate sanitation. Domestic and market waste is directly disposed of in the 

open drains which are usually choked off by polythene bags and rubbish. The ultimate way out 

for disposal of the whole city is the two channels, one in the north (Habib Nullah) and the other in 

the south (Saryab Lora) carrying urban waste and the stormy water together and are quite 

insufficient and mismanaged for the dual purpose. Unfortunately, no sewage system is developed 

in Quettas jam-packed hospitals as well. Medical waste of druggists, hospitals, basic health units 

and dispensaries is disposed off in the backyards or in front of the gates.    

 

Although Municipalities and Corporations are responsible to mange and dispose off solid and 

liquid waste but they are least equipped with adequate skills and equipments. Municipalities can 

hardly collect less than half the waste of the cities; rest of that either keeps piling up or scattering 

around. A sewerage and sanitation plan was developed for Quetta in 1985 to resolve the issue. It 

included around 200 kms of sewage lines, latrines and household connections and few treatment 

plants as well. By the mid of last decade only one third of the project was hardly completed and 

now the process has almost been halted due to funding constrains. A plan for storm drains is also 

needed to be developed to keep rainy water off from contamination. Several NGOs and CBOs 

have now emerged with a capacity to mobilize people and partial funds to improve the situation 

but they need technical assistance and departmental coordination.     

 

Rag pickers are common in cities and number in hundreds in Quetta. Most of them are Afghan 

refugees’ children aging from four to twelve. They sort out the trash systematically and separate 

the glass bottles, tins and iron scraps, papers and polythene bags. In the scavenging and sorting 

out process a lot of rubbish is dispersed around to present a dismal look. Having picked up the 

required items, they dispose the trash out side the city.   

 

Along with lot of other materials animal refuse also makes its way to open drains. Stagnating 

water and blocked drains keep seeping through the subsurface and contaminate soil. Water 

logging corrodes pipes and other installations. Wastewater ponds and piles of garbage turn into 

the breeding grounds for mosquitoes, parasites and viruses. In the outer skirts of cities wastewater 

is being used for vegetation, crops and orchards, which might result in serious health hazards. 
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Parasitic transmission of helminths and round worms as well as gastrointestinal are likely to be 

transmitted by using contaminated fruits and vegetables. Research and understanding is lacking in 

this regard. Customarily chronic infection are either neglected or treated by self-opted 

medication.  

 

Atmospheric Pollution  

This is an apprehension for which public and local authorities are less sensitive about. But noise 

and smoke are a growing concern in the big towns of Balochistan like other ones in Pakistan. In 

cities like Kalat, Khuzdar, Quetta and Lora Lai vehicle emission and traffic noise are resulting in 

pollution and social anxiety. The use of ill tuned diesel engines, contaminated leaded petrol and 

sometimes un-silencered and defected vehicles create a lot of problem for the passers by and the 

residents of the area.  

 

Quetta is the worst example of noise and smoke pollution. Almost 5000 rickshaws are plying on 

the roads of Quetta running around 18-20 hours a day. They operate with a two-stroke engine and 

single silencer; use a mix of diesel oil and petrol producing much more smoke in comparison to 

one source of energy only. On average each rickshaw burns 15-16 liters of oil and 2-3 liters of 

diesel every day.  As a result a thick layer of brown photochemical smog keeps anchoring over 

the city all the times. Higher taxi rents, easy availability, congestion of the city, small size and 

women’s preference to roam around the city in rickshaws does not allow the authorities to ban it 

as is the case in Islamabad14.  

 

A project has been developed under the auspices of Provincial Protection Agency to convert the 

rickshaw engines onto compressed natural gas (CNG) involving all stakeholders i.e. rickshaw 

drivers and owners, Sui Southern Gas Company, traffic police, municipal authority, NGOs and 

provincial government. They will be using a Canadian made inexpensive conversion kit. CNG is 

not only smokeless but is cheaper too and will save some amount to rickshaw derivers every day. 

With smoke free and less noisy engine they will be free to ramble in the areas like cantonment 

where they could not tread before. But the project is being implemented by fits and starts due to 

                                                 

14 Cohort, Nasrullah Khawar (2001?) Effects of Auto Rickshaw Exhaust Emissions on Human 

Health in Quetta City 
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half hearted donors and governments’ support and lack of proactiveness from the derivers and 

rickshaw owners.   

  

Saindak Project working at Saindak in Chagai is the source of another sort of Pollution. The 

sulfuric acid emission into the atmosphere through chimneys is being dissolved into the air. 

Roughly, around 20, 000 tons of Sulper Oxide is being emitted into the air every year. This 

Sulphur Oxide will precipitate in the form of dust under the prevailing desert conditions. 

Surprisingly the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) has declared the region as pollution 

free and non-hazardous in an Environmental Impact Assessment (EPA) exercise. Actually, the 

area is largely un-inhabited so there has been no harm or hazard to any one so far that is why the 

(EPA) has issued a No Objection Certificate to the Saindak Industry. But this is evident that 

atmosphere is being contaminated by the sulphur acid which keeps diffusing around through 

winds15.   

 

MINERALS EXTRACTION AND THE ENVIRONMENT THREATS 

 

Geologically Balochistan falls in the world-class mineral zone. Five out of the nine minerogenic 

and metallogenic zones are the part of Balochistan. Saindak copper ore along with gold and silver 

metals have been assessed in huge quantity in Chagai. Khuzdar, Lasbela and Chagai are potential 

to produce millions of tons of base copper, Zinc and lead. Chagai is replete with granite and 

metamorphic rocks. Dolomite and limestone is also abundant in several areas. Eastern 

Balochistan holds hydrocarbon reserves and natural gas. Sui is the largest source of gas in 

Paksitan and Zarghoon is expected to turn out more or less the same quantity. Sulphur, silica and 

magnesite, the industrial minerals, have been assessed in various areas of the province.  

 

Numerous kinds of metallic and non-metallic minerals are being extracted in various quantities. 

Saindak, one of the most valuable mine has been only recently  reopened. Except coal mines, the 

mining sector is less developed in the province. Open pit mining and quarrying through manual 

labour is the common method of mining exploitation. Environmental Profile (1992) said that 

water and air pollution, particularly from Saindak and Coalmines would become a serious threat 

to the atmosphere. The profile calculated that 20,000 tons of sulphur would be emitting, if 

remedial actions were not taken. Sulphur dioxide emission and coal waste remedies were 

                                                 
15 Government Of Balochistan/Planning and Development Department (1997) Chagai: A District Profile, 

Quetta Printing Press, Quetta 



 20 

suggested but no concrete step has been taken so far. Sufficient supply of water is an essential 

requirement of Saindak and all other activities which most of the mining zones including Saindak 

are not capable to provide. With increasing mining activity the air and water pollution might 

become a problem in near future16.   

 

COASTAL ZONE  

 

Balochistan owns 770 kilometers of coastline judged at least 20 kilometers inlands from the 

present space as marked by the ancient shorelines. It runs down from the face of Hab River to the 

southwest of Jewani near Iranian border. Administratively it falls into two districts i.e. Gawadar 

and Lasbela each with relatively distinct biophysical characteristics. Beaches, bays and headlands 

are prominent features of the coast building into natural harbours. The Makran range spread over 

several hundred square kilometer is an interface between sea and rest of the Province. The coastal 

area between River Hab and Hingol form the Sonmiani bay, with a famous lagoon of Miani Hor 

at the mouth of river Porali.  

 

There are three islands situated on the shores of Pasni and Gawadar district.  The largest and the 

most important one is known as Astola or Astalu. It stands around 40 kilometres south of Pasni 

occupying the landmass of 20 square kilometers. The other two are tiny, less studied and less 

known.   

 

The climate of the zone is semi tropical and dry with less than 150 millimeters of precipitation 

every year. Droughts are quite frequent and might stay for several years at a single stretch. The 

summers are hot and winters are bit mild. The subsurface water is saline, therefore agriculture, 

livestock activity and natural vegetation is very little. Only river Hingol brings down scanty 

perennial waters while other drains just dry up down there. Gawadar, Pasni, Ormara and Jewani 

are the semi-urban towns accommodating a population of more than 400,000. The water supply 

system connected from the dams on river Dasht and Shadi Kaur supply drinking water to the 

towns though with constant fluctuations. Near 70% of the coastal population economically 

depends on the sea directly or indirectly. Lasbela coastal lands are relatively fertile and more than 

70% of the population survives on agriculture. Gadani and Damb are the two small fishing towns 

in this district.  

                                                 
16 Government of Balochistan/International Union for the Conservation of Nature (2000) Balochistan 

Conservation Strategy 
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The particular climatic conditions and monsoon upheavals have turned the sub marines of 

Balochistan into highly productive zones. Arabian Sea marines are one of the most productive 

areas throughout the world. According to some oceanographic estimates, the primary productivity 

of the Arabian Sea is ten times more than the world ocean and four times the Indian Ocean, 

though the productivity is varyingly distributed. Roughly, there is over nine million tons of fish 

biomass in the Arabian Sea. Balochistan has an exclusive right of exploiting oceanic resourses 

within 20 kilometres of Coastal waters that make the part of Exclusively Economic Zone (EEZ). 

Conditions of fish production are ideal in Sonmiani bay. Currently thousands of large and small 

vessels are catching over 125,000 tons of fish every year. The government of Balochistan has 

estimated the fish stock around 572,000 tons with a sustainable yield of 300,000 tons every year.  

 

The monsoon winds blowing within 10-30 knots bring the coastal zones under wave attack from 

July to November every year. The strongest waves reach from two to four meters high and 

penetrate into the sheltered lagoons of Gadani and Damb. The southwest monsoon waves set on 

erosion and accretion work mainly on Gawadar, Pasni and Gadani shores. Interestingly the 

easterly winds redeposit the eroded soils on these harbours in the summer (BCS 2000).   

 

Gawadar and Coastal Environment 

Gawadar district being environmentally significant deserves few words here. It will generally 

exhibit the coastal environment in Balochistan as well. The district is located at 25o north latitude 

65o east longitude and elevated at 0-300 meters above sea level. Bounded by Awaran and Kech 

district in the northwest, Lasbela in the east, Iran in the west and Arabian Sea in the south. The 

coastal line of Gawadar runs around 600 kilometres in somewhat convex manner. Hala Hills 

fringe it on the eastern side joining Lasbela plains. Talar-e-Band is a ridge in the southwest 

ending up at Sunatsar above the river Dasht. Gokprosh hills across River Dasht continue in the 

west to Iranian territory. Owing to little rain, this is almost a desert with salty nature of soil 

having no vegetation around except a very small number of date trees indicating a village or 

town. High and low sand hills surrounded by scanty tufts and bushes embroider the coastal 

sands17.       

 

Somewhere on the immediate coasts, there are sparsely grown strips of grasses, small tracts of 

extensively salty water and swamps of mangroves behind them. Arid plans with saliferous tracts 

                                                 
17 Government of Balochistan/Planning and Development Department (1997), Gawadar: A District Profile  
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are intersected by the courses of flashy streams and watercourses. Table hills of varying heights, 

from 6 to 600 meters, with beautifully carved peacks and pinnacles, rise from these tracts. Several 

other large and small ranges of bare and rugged hills run parallel to the coast several kilometers 

off the coast in the north. The soil of Gawadar is generally alluvial. Dasht and Kulanch valley are 

composed of alluvial soils with a mix of pebbles. The mountainous tracts are formed by lithosols 

and rigosols, the two types of alluvial soils. Volcanic rocks, limestone, and sand stones 

characterize a large area (Ibid).     

 

As reflected above the climate of Gawadar is dry, hot and arid. Summer is longer than winter, 

which prolongs almost nine months from March to November. The maximum temperature in 

summer has been recorded at 32o and 10o in the winter. The temperature is generally uniform 

throughout coastal areas of Balochistan.  Precipitation ratio of Jiwani, Gunz, Gawadar and Pasni 

is as low as 100 to 150 millimetres per annum.   

      

Soil erosion is the largest threat to Gawadar and Pasni. Speedy and powerful winds strip away the 

upper layers of the soils from 2-5 centimeters. The erosion of upper layer of the soil, which is 

fertile and carries nutrients, is one of the reasons of little vegetation and little agricultural 

activities. Another serious threat to the coastal environment is the lack of solid and liquid wastage 

management system. Except Gawadar and Pasni that contain a partial system of sewerage, there 

is literally no system of waste disposal in all other coastal towns. People throw their garbage in 

front of their houses, into the streets or on seasides or burn the piles here and there. Seaside 

garbage and wastewater is gradually becoming serious threat to the marine life. Noise and 

chemical pollution does not exist in the twons of Gawadar because of less traffic and no industry.  

 

The second largest Sea Port of Pakistan is being constructed in Gawadar, which is likely to be 

completed by 2005. Several problems are expected to be solved by the under construction seaport 

like unemployment and infrastructural concerns. But many more environmental issues will 

emerge in near future like Karachi. Waste disposal and oil pollution issues are the obvious ones. 

It is right time to take precautionary measures to protect Gawadar from the prospective 

externalities of massive trade and economic activity in Gawadar.   

 

Natural and Human Disasters at the Makran Coast  

Makran Coast is one of the most active seismic zones in the world. Earthquakes and tsunamis 

jerks and shocks average once or twice a year. A devastating earthquake in 1945 read the 
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intensity on the Richter scale as 8.3 There is a real threat of a major earthquake in the next few 

decades (Sheikh 1992 as quoted in BCS 2000). Shallow areas are developing near Ormara and 

Astola Iceland. Mud volcanoes emitting Methane can be observed just off the coastline. One of 

the Iceland just appeared quite recently in 1998 as the result of inherent seismic activity.  

 

Arabian Gulf is one of the busiest shipping routes in the world. Approximately 12000 ships cross 

the Sea every year including 2500 Oil tankers carrying over 30 million tons of oil. Northwesterly 

winds and currents expose the coast to the threat of oil pollution. There was a major incidence of 

oil slick in 1998. The Yashika ship carrying about 1500 tons of furnace oil met a leakage accident 

and was abandoned there hardly 100 kilometers south of Pasni. Some of the oil dispersed 

naturally but a part of that kept gathering on the Pasni coast. Careless cleaning and bilging 

activities within the sea also cause pollution in Pakistani coastal territory. Mrechant Vessels and 

Oil Ships clean their tanks and bilges while passing from Pakistani EEA. Motorboats and fishing 

vessels also spare weathered oil into the ocean18.  

 

No legal measures have ever been taken to stop the big oil ships bilging and cleaning their ships 

within the sea in Pakistani EEA. Similarly the motorboats and small fishing vessels have never 

been trained and instructed not to dispose off their weathered oil and garbage into the seas. Strict 

actions need to be taken both at small and large-scale fishing and trading activity. International 

conservation laws need to be enforced pertaining to the Middle East oil ships crossing through the 

Gulf routes. While the small fishermen need to be given awareness and training and about 

maintaining the sea clean. They need to be educated, how important it is to keep the sea clean for 

their own livelihood and how closely it is linked to the sustenance and expansion of the fish 

reserves in the sea.      

 

DROUGHT AND ITS RAMIFICATIONS 

Given its geo-atmospheric conditions, Balochistan is susceptible to severe and recurrent droughts. 

Therefore, we can say that droughts are inbuilt to the structure and climate of the region. Drought 

casts adverse impact on all the environmental aspects: groundwater reservoirs, springs, streams 

and rivers, hilltops and slopes flora, mangroves and wetlands, ecosystem and the whole socio-

economic support systems. Over exploitation of soil and subsoil resources, environmental 

                                                 
18 Government of Balochistan/International Union for the Conservation of Nature (2000) Balochistan 

Conservation Strategy,  
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degradation and institutional mismanagement is intensifying the physical vulnerabilities of the 

province. Every two to three decades there comes a span of drought in Balochistan with different 

intensity. The pivotal cause of the eruption of drought conditions and economic upheavals is the 

largely rain-fed agriculture and livestock dependent economy of the region.   

In a recent past Balochistan has experienced a phase of rigorous drought from 1997 to 2001 as 

result of a la nina spell usurping southeastern terrains of Central Asia, Iran, Afghanistan and 

Pakistani Balochistan. It was thought to be one of the most serious droughts in the last six or 

seven decades. The repercussions of the drought were so immense and outstretched that the 

province is still recovering from the shocks and losses. According to the United Nation’s 

Operational Activities for Development (UNOAD) the province received less than 50 % of the 

summer rains and around 30 % of the winter rains in 2000-2001. Initially middle and 

southwestern tracts were greatly affected but later on it began to proliferate in almost all other 

parts of the province.  

In worst times, the drought effects engulfed almost 20 out of 26 districts during 1999-2001. 

Scores of villages and towns of Khuzdar, Kharan, Panjgur and Chagai suffered from the dearth of 

water and vegetation. One way or the other, directly or indirectly 2 million people were affected 

under rough estimates. Drought in some of the areas could conveniently be called famine where 

there were no substitute sources and services. Drought born viruses attack the most vulnerable 

people and it might prove fatal in some of the cases. Livestock happens to be the most serious and 

immediate victim of the incidence. At an earlier stage, the livestock herders send their stocks to 

relatively better grazers but the place gets overcrowded and overgrazed very soon. Then a fair 

enough portion of the stock is sold haphazardly at throwaway prices to avoid losses from 

imminent deaths. Herds protected for the future survival, especially by the poor farmers, get 

drought-born-epidemic-stricken and start dying one by one19.  

Aranji and its surrounding settlements in Khuzdar were few of the most seriously affected areas. 

Nushki was another town near Afghanistan border, which received only 5 millimeter of rain in 

four years. Many of the residents were forced to emigrate the town. In 1998-999, there were 

official reports of 40 persons getting perished and unofficially the count reached to 10020. 

Similarly Zardin, a small town of Mastung has been suffering from chronic shortage of water. 

                                                 
19 Dr. Aslam Pervez Umrani  (September, 4, 2001) Living With Droughts,  

(in) WWW. Dawn.com/2001/04/09/ebr9.htm 
20 ( Same as above)  
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One pond, severely contaminated and dirty, and a well were the only source of water both for 

men and for the cattle. The whole village turned brown under the effects of drought, which 

normally keeps burgeoning with crops and vegetation in the winter21.   

Around two million livestock perished due to lack of fodder or hunger-affected-disease during the 

aforementioned drought. According to provincial authorities some 10 million heads of livestock 

was affected and 1.75 million perished by hyperthermia and other diseases. Around 2 million 

acres of arable land had a major setback of crop production. World Food Programme (WFP) and 

Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) reported heavy losses on July 2001. The report says 

that 42% of the livestock was afflicted from the drought. Fruit and wheat crop yield also had a 

drastic fall. Loralai, Qila Saifullah and Pishine saw the drying up of 60-80% of the fruit trees. 

Apple production of northern Balochistan reduced to less than half22.     

The potential and average capacity of catchments areas, flood plains, river systems and 

groundwaters was seriously damaged during the drought period. Ground water potential fell 

down from 6 to 115 mm/year and the water level from 3 to 5 feet/year23.  

Besides flora and fauna losses, drought induces many health problems in human beings. 

Nutritional deficit, mental and physical stress and respiratory ailments are the common symptoms 

emerging during the drought.    

PEOPLE, POVERTY AND ENVIRONMENT  

For centuries there has been a symbiotic relationship of human bands and its ecology in subsistent 

economies like Balochistan. With the shift of economic and settlement patterns and phenomenal 

growth of population people began to extract more from its environment than its capacity. Lack 

of understanding the organic relationship of man and nature also causes severe resource risks. 

Although Balochistan is vast, carrying much smaller population than other provinces but the 

                                                 

21 Pankaj Sekhsaria (Apr. 14 - 27, 2001) Balochistan's Thirst Frontline,  
Volume 18 - Issue 08, Quetta 

 
22 Dr. Aslam Pervez Umrani  (September, 4, 2001) Living With Droughts,  

(in) WWW. Dawn.com/2001/04/09/ebr9.htm  

 
23 Government of Pakistan (May 26, 2000) Magnitude/Dimensions Of Drought In Balochistan 
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changing demographic ratios and augmenting demands are posing serious threats to multiple 

segments of its environment.    

 

Despite several problems in health and maternity services the population of Balochistan is 

growing rapidly and rural urban flow is exponential. In average each woman is producing 5.6 

children during her reproductive span. Roughly 45% population of Balochistan is of reproductive 

age and half of them are under fifteen. With low access and awareness to family planning and the 

tendency of tendering large families, the present population is expected to multiply very quickly. 

As a sizeable population of the province depends on livestock and meat is the preferred part of 

meal so enlarging herds is a natural desire. Deforestation and de-vegetation of rangelands is the 

common outcome of uncontrolled grazeering practices.  Large-scale fuel-wood collection and 

timber need is another factor causing deforestation.    

 

Generally speaking 70% population of Balochistan is living a subsistent way of life in 

Balochistan. Naturally many of them are living just on the edge if not below poverty. A dominant 

characteristic of a subsistent mode of life is the enormous dependency and survival on natural 

resources. Soil, water, vegetation, herbs and forests are given less time to recharge and refresh. 

Overuse of pesticides and fertilizers under the urge of bumper harvest is spoiling the land 

potentials and contaminating food. Productivity of livestock and fisheries is falling; soil erosion 

and reservoir contagion is increasing. Plants, birds and wild animals are being decimated to 

satisfy extra needs. Drilling excessive water is resulting in desertification.  

 

Theoretically the adverse impact of poverty and population on environment is complicated, 

multidimensional and controversial. There are advocates for the poor and the population having 

pro-environmental impact as well. Nevertheless, there is no scientific formula; it depends on the 

nature and form of the economy, availability of alternative sources and the level of peoples’ 

consciousness. Public institutions and policies, distributional patterns, resource-use customs and 

consumption norms also play an important role. Debate aside but one thing is clear that the 

resources are finite and they can never meet infinite demands. 

 

However, as most of the population mainly survives on one or another source of the economy 

hence over exploitation is becomes unavoidable. Balochistan is wide and diverse, no particular 

assessment has been made in this regard but whatever information and evidence is available 

shows a negative impact of human activity on its environment. No research has been conducted to 
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see the causal relationship of rural-population-growth and the speedy cut of juniper trees but that 

is the only visible indicator of juniper depletion. Same logic applies on the coastal area population 

and the fisheries slump. Exorbitant influx of Afghan refugees made a severe blow to the 

rangelands, forests and the wild life. The immigrants happen to have less adaptability, less 

interaction and less honour for an alien environment. Therefore, to gratify their needs they behave 

aggressively to their surrounding.   

 

The relationship of the poor with their environment is as controversial as of population. Do they 

conserve nature or degrade it? Examples from the world satisfy both of the propositions. 

Subsistent farmers were innately sustainability conscious but they would do what ever they can if 

there is the question of survival. It is uneasy to establish that the poor are pro and the well off are 

anti environmental or the vice versa. Infact multiple factors are at play. Land tenure system, 

inputs and services, legal and social institutions. Resource limits, climate, and time-frame of 

returns also determine the poor peoples’ attitude towards their environment. Balohistan’s 

subsistent farmers and pastoralists are observed to plan on short-term gains because their survival 

depends on day-to-day basis. They are highly vulnerable to internal and external shocks due in-

existing support system. Moreover large tracts of land are owned by the tribal chiefs, they 

cultivate their lands as peasants or graze their livestock on certain conditions and the prescribed 

practices are less environmental sensitive. Nevertheless, the well off horticulturalists is at the 

same time damaging groundwater reservoirs by over exploitation of water through tubewells and 

turbines24.  

 

Women for centuries have been using spring water in rural Balochistan; if it goes contaminated 

they are less likely to understand it. Similarly, the poor men cannot develop a connection between 

health, contaminated water and reduced productivity. The poor often live on fragile and polluted 

environment, marginalized from the larger society hence fall easy prey to environmental hazards. 

Along with damaging the health of the poor, affected environment diminishes their productivity 

and puts them away from farming and rearing herds to picking, gathering, collecting and cutting. 

Women collect water from far off distance every day in rural Balochistan and often complain of 

physical problems associated with carrying loads. Under various social, institutional, physical and 

economic constrains the poor are left with few options but to rely heavily on their environment. 

                                                 
24 Government of Balochistan/International Union for the Conservation of Nature (2000) Balochistan 

Conservation Strategy, Quetta 
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Simultaneously the rich in Balochistan are exploiting the environment many times more in 

magnitude what the poor are not capable to. 

 

BALOCHISTAN CONSERVATOIN STRATEGY  

Balochistan Conservation Strategy (BCS) is a consequential effort of National Conservation 

Strategy (NCS), the first large scale and multi-dimensional plan for the protection of environment 

in Pakistan whose process started in 1987. BCS was prepared in a period of four years building 

on the experiences of NCS and SPCS25, involving multi-sectoral and multi-level stakeholders i.e. 

Federal and provincial government agencies, politicians, armed forces, civil society institutions, 

media, private sector, ulema , tribal leaders, academia, donors and  community leaders. 

Consultations were also arranged with the local communities in Quetta, Mastung, Naseerabad, 

Zhob, Ziarat, Kech and Gawadar learn from their experiences and indigenous strategies to 

interact with nature. The draft was finalized through the process of 15 background papers and 

after four initial drafts and the framework was finally approved by the provincial cabinet in May 

2000.  

 

BCS aims to devise an action strategy for sustainable use of ecological resources taking in to 

account the socio-economic development of the province. It promises to regenerate the already 

depleted resources and employ environment-friendly use of natural endowments suggesting an 

institutional framework for efficient management. The plan is devised to be implemented in the 

next ten years with an operational plan of the ongoing five years. BCS incorporated various 

themes for implementation categorized into three major sectors: i. Natural Resources-forestry, 

agriculture, water, livestock and rangelands, coastal fisheries and development; ii. Social – 

environmental communication and education and environmental health and, iii. Economic – 

urban environment and cultural heritage. Governance, environmental legislation, poverty 

alleviation, population planning and gender balance are the intersecting themes of this plan.         

 

For effective implementation and proper division of responsibility the strategy has been organized 

into fourteen core programmes: 1. Improving governance and making institutions effective, 2. 

Introducing environmental education, 3. Sustainable agriculture, 4. Public awareness, 5. 

Controlling ground water depletion and contamination, 6. Management of urban areas, 7. 

Rangeland management and enhancement of livestock productivity, 8. Making development 

environment friendly, 9. Conserving and rehabilitating forests, 10. Protecting cultural heritage 

                                                 
25 Sarhad Provincial Coordination Councial (SPCS)  
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and developing tourism, 11. Conserving biodiversity and wetlands, 12. Eradicating poverty, 13. 

Collecting and managing information, 14. Development of coastal and marine resources.     

 

Awareness raising, environmental education, legislation and policy formulation, human and 

financial resource mobilization are the key implementation mechanisms for the above mentioned 

core programmes. Federal and Balochistan Government, district and civil administration, field 

agencies of the Provincial Government NGOs, CBOs, local groups, academic institutions, print 

and electronic media and judiciary are the implementation partners of BCS. A resource efficient 

strategy has been suggested for the implementation of BCS. Existing human and financial 

resources will be used more wisely and efficiently to avoid extra waste of resources. Public sector 

institutions will be restructured and such economic tools will be employed that do not ask for 

more resources. Tribal and political leaders and ulema will be involved, NGOs and CBOs will be 

motivated, and individual activists will be trained and this all will take minimum resources and 

yield better results. Investment will continuously be reoriented and reprioritized to check 

financial losses if any. For rest of the expenses donors support, revenue of the budget, consumer 

charges and the establishment of the fund for sustainable development will play an effective 

role26.            

 

CONCLUSION 

Balochistan is largely dry and arid characterized by craggy and rugged mountains, however 

northern tracts of the province are pretty cold with enough precipitation and abundant in 

vegetation, forests and fruit orchards. Owing to scanty rains and subsoil resources of water, some 

of the environmental threats are inbuilt to the region.  But human activities, lack of public 

consciousness and mismanagement is causing irrecoverable loss to the environment.  

 

Overexploitation of all sorts of resources is causing degradation and desertification consequently. 

Unfortunately, soils, sub-soils, mine, springs, wells, rangelands and submarines all are being 

exploited beyond their capacity. Absence of rangeland management, uncontrolled and excessive 

grazing pressures is causing rangeland depletion, which is the primary resource of rural 

communities. Mountain slopes that constitute half the total area of Balochistan are getting 

ecologically irresponsive due to irreversible loss of shrubbery and fertile layer of soil. The 

                                                 
26 Government of Balochistan/International Union for the Conservation of Nature (2000 Chapter 19 & 20) 

Implementation Strategy & BCS Core Programmes (in ) Balochistan Conservation Strategy.  
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nutrient organic topsoil of arable lands is being contaminated by illogical use of pesticides. 

Moisture carrying capacity of the farmland is reducing that is reducing crop yield.  

 

Phenomenal increase of the population both by immigration and local birth ratio is culminating in 

excessive resource harvest in the province. Livestock size is several times bigger than the 

supportive capability of the rangelands and grazers of the area, which is resulting in de-vegetation 

and soil erosion. Livestock is getting weaker and ailment stricken. Rare and valuable species like 

juniper are being destroyed just to respond people’s short-term immediate needs. Distinguished 

migratory birds like houbara and cranes are being shot or trapped to earn few rupees. Rare species 

of falcons and eagles are hunted every year in hundreds and smuggled out to Middle Eastern 

falconers. Wild life like Toghar Mrkhor and black bear have reached at the verge of extinction by 

brutal hunting and slaughtering. Even reptiles and lizards roaming in the desert areas of Chagai 

and Kharan could not escape the hostile snaring missions of the local hunters. Number of flora 

and fauna species of Balochistan is being classified as endangered or threatened.  

 

Perennial sources of water like springs and streams are drying up and getting contaminated. Over 

drilling and ultra extraction of water for irrigation and other domestic needs is evacuating aquifers 

and sub-basin reservoirs of water. Natural equation of recharge and utility has been disbanded by 

hyper human requirement of water.  

 

Coastal areas of Balochistan are relatively safe but the Gulf being one of the busiest shipping 

route is being contaminated through weathered oil and other effluents carelessly disposed off by 

the shipping crew. Pakistani Marine authorities have never taken any action. Lack of sanitation 

and disposal facilities in the coastal towns spare local people with no option but to dump their 

garbage on seashores, which keeps mixing with retreating waves and is damaging the marine 

resources.       

 

Solid and liquid waste management system is almost un-existing in all of the urban towns of 

Balochistan, except a dysfunctional system of open drains in Quetta. In most of the towns, waste 

is normally disposed off in self-carved watercourses or in open grounds. Piles of garbage are 

visible in the nooks and corners of the cities. Several health hazards emanate from un-disposed 

solid and liquid waste. Pitiably enough, even hospital and dispensary waste is normally thrown 

off in front of the gate. Municipalities are short of funds, training and proper equipment. They are 

unable to collect even half the litter of the town. Smoke, noise and waste issue is becoming 
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chronic in Quetta. Unless devised an extensive plan and implemented rigorously the famous 

valley will no more be able to live in.             

 

Poverty is both the cause and consequence of exploiting the nature to unsustainable levels. Where 

poverty is forcing the poor to harness the environmental resources further, it is on the other hand 

intensifying their poverty as well. Razing trees and shrubs for fuelwood and grazing animals 

uncontrolled are common acts of over exploitation. But the affluent people are damaging the 

environment many times more than the poor. Tube-wells and other machines installed by the rich 

are several times greater a threat to the environment than the gradual exploitation of the poor. The 

large-scale degradation of natural resources is destabilizing the ecological balance in the area.  

 

In short the recovery action where the resources have been overexploited, remedial measures 

where it is in process and precautionary measures where they are still reserved need to be taken to 

rehabilitate and protect the environment. Human survival and growth depends on the survival of 

nature and natural resources. A threatened environment is a caution of threatened life. 

Balochistan is rich in geological, biological, botanical and mineral resources. Harnessing its 

resources in sustainable manners can guarantee the progress and prosperity of the people of 

Balochistan and Pakistan.     
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