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THE PAKISTAN PAGE 
 

Mega Water Projects in Baluchistan: Claims and the Reality 
 
“Mega Projects”, or large civil-engineering based 
infrastructure projects such as dams, canals and 
ports, figure prominently in the federal govt’s vision 
for Balochistan’s 
development. Mega 
Projects are presented 
as the only way in which 
the grievances of 
Pakistan’s largest but 
least populated province 
could be compensated 
for decades of neglect. 
 
The aim of this paper is 
to examine govt claims 
about the financial outlay 
on Mega Projects in 
Balochistan and its supposed benefits for the 
people of the province. The paper questions some 
of the “headline” claims of the federal govt, and 
raises points for further investigation for 
technocrats, politicians, and development experts 
in Pakistan. 
 
Mirani Dam The Mirani 
Dam project in District 
Kech just north of 
Gwadar is nearing 
completion at a total cost 
of Rs 5.8 billion. 
Officially, the Mirani Dam 
project is an irrigation 
project on the Dasht 
River. The Dasht River 
brings water from Nihang 
River and floodwater to 
irrigate lands of Dasht 
river basin in the flat 
terrain of Kech area. 
According to the design of Mirani Dam, it will be 
linked with two rivers to irrigate 33,200 acres. 
 
It is useful to understand the irrigation system in the 
Dasht valley before the construction of the Mirani 
Dam. Like many other parts of Balochistan 
province, land was brought under crop through the 
construction of terraces or “bunds”. In the Dasht 
valley the bunds diverted river flow and flood water 
into fields, irrigating successive fields along a slope. 

The agrarian economy, therefore, was 
concentrated around the riverbed.  
 

The concept of storing 
water upstream for 
irrigation using canals is 
alien to these regions. 
The Mirani Dam, 
therefore, will potentially 
require a complete 
overhaul of the traditional 
system of water 
distribution, and even the 
demarcation of property 
rights in land. It is not 
clear if the requisite 
institutional preparations 

have been made. What is striking, however, is that 
many local people in the Dasht valley fear that the 
Mirani Dam is not actually for irrigation purposes at 
all. They point to the free flowing Dasht River – 
along with occasional flash floods – as their 

traditional agrarian lifeline. 
The construction of the 
dam has stopped the river 
flow. A commonly 
expressed fear is that the 
dam is simply a storage 
for the supply of fresh 
water to Gwadar port and 
associated commercial, 
residential and industrial 
users. The Mirani Dam 
project design itself 
makes no mention of any 
non-irrigation use. Some 
other confidential official 
documents, however, do 
mention the supply of 

around 1.5 million gallons a day from Mirani and 
Akra Kaur dams to Gwadar. The fact that some 
property developers have begun to advertise this 
claim adds weight to the suspicions of the Dasht 
valley residents. 
 
Kachhi Canal Project The largest single project 
under construction in Balochistan is the Kachhi 
Canal project with an allocation of Rs 31 billion. 
Kachhi Canal is supposed to irrigate 712 750 acres 

What is striking, however, is that 
many local people in the Dasht 
valley fear that the Mirani Dam is 
not actually for irrigation purposes 
at all. A commonly expressed fear 
is that the dam is simply a storage 
for the supply of fresh water to 
Gwadar port and associated 
commercial, residential and 
industrial users. 

The fact that the canal runs for 300 
km in Punjab before entering its 
command area, and the fact that 
those 300 km need to be lined, is 
clearly responsible for its high 
overall cost. Here it is pertinent to 
ask whether it might have been 
possible for Kachhi to take off from 
Guddu Barrage rather than Taunsa. 
Guddu is barely a distance of 20 
km from Sui, whereas Taunsa is 
located 300 km away. 
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in Dera Bugti, Nasirabad, Bolan, & Jhal Magsi 
Districts of Balochistan. The capacity of this canal 
is 6,000 cusecs. It has a total discharge of 2.021 
MAF (million acre feet) of which 0.452 MAF is 
perennial and 1.57 MAF is flood flow. 
 
The canal takes off from 
Indus River at Taunsa 
Barrage in the Dera 
Ghazi Khan District of 
Punjab. The total length 
of the canal is 500 km, of 
which 300 km is in 
Punjab and the 
remainder in Balochistan. 
The 300 km of the canal 
in Punjab is going to be 
lined, in order to prevent water losses to non-
beneficiary areas. The 200 km in Balochistan will 
be unlined. The route of the canal in Punjab passes 
through existing canals, such as the Dera Ghazi 
Khan Canal. Water will need to be lifted by pumps 
in order to cross the existing Dera Ghazi Khan 
Canal. The Kachhi Canal will enter Balochistan 
close to the Sui and run in a westerly direction 
towards Kachhi district. The govt has made much 
of the fact that the Kachhi canal passes through 
Punjab: “Punjab has been gracious to provide land 
for its 350 km stretch that will pass through the 
province. This is all for your benefit and prosperity 
of your area.” (President’s address at inauguration 
ceremony of Mirani Dam on Nov 16, 06) 
 
The fact that the canal 
runs for 300 km in 
Punjab before entering 
its command area, and 
the fact that those 300 
km need to be lined, is 
clearly responsible for its 
high overall cost. What is 
interesting to note, 
however, is that the point 
at which the Kachhi Canal is supposed to enter 
Balochistan is literally a few kilometers (under 5 
km) away from the route of the existing Pat Feeder 
Canal. The Pat Feeder Canal, constructed in 1969, 
takes off from the Guddu Barrage on the Indus in 
Sindh. It has a capacity of 3,180 cusecs and 
irrigates 352 000 acres in Nasirabad and 
Jaffarabad districts of Balochistan. There is an 
existing project for the re-modelling of the Pat 
Feeder Canal at the cost of Rs 2.2 billion. Here it is 

pertinent to ask whether it might have been 
possible for Kachhi to take off from Guddu Barrage 
rather than Taunsa. Guddu is barely a distance of 
20 km from Sui, whereas Taunsa is located 300 km 
away. 

 
Besides canal 
construction, a major 
component of the Kachhi 
Canal project is the re-
modelling and capacity 
expansion for Taunsa 
Barrage, as well as other 
civil works on existing 
canals taking off from 
Taunsa. In principal, it 
might have been possible 

to re-model Guddu Barrage and to expand the 
capacity of Pat Feeder upto Sui, so that it might 
have acted as a feeder for the Kachhi Canal. In 
fact, it is remarkable that there has been virtually no 
public discussion of this aspect of the Kachhi Canal 
design.  
 
Given the mistrust that has built up over the 
decades between provinces over matters of water 
distribution, it is of some political consequence that 
the Kachhi Canal off-take was chosen in Taunsa in 
the place the possibly cheaper option of Guddu. It 
would clearly be a matter of concern for Sindh if the 
expanded capacity at Taunsa Barrage were used 
as a pretext by the upper riparian to store more 

water than its legal 
entitlement. The fact that 
Kachhi takes off from 
Taunsa rather than 
Guddu increases the 
overall volume of water 
over which the upper 
riparian exercises control. 
 
While Sindh has been 
vocal in its opposition to 

other irrigation projects on the Indus, it has not 
raised any objection to Kachhi Canal. This is 
because it is felt that Balochistan needs to be 
provided its fair share of water resources, and there 
is a measure of mutual political sympathy between 
“nationalists” of the two provinces. This fact has 
already been used as an argument in the favour of 
the Greater Thal Canal, which is designed to be a 
flood canal, but which Sindh suspects of a being a 
perennial. The proponents of Thal Canal have 

Given the mistrust that has built up 
over the decades between 
provinces over matters of water 
distribution, it is of some political 
consequence that the Kachhi Canal 
off-take was chosen in Taunsa in 
the place the possibly cheaper 
option of Guddu. 

These technical questions are 
important for Balochistan and the 
rest of Pakistan. It is important to 
cut through the propaganda and to 
ask hard questions about the 
actual benefits of various projects 
and alternative ways of pursuing 
economic development. 
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argued that Sindh ought to object to Kachhi Canal 
too on the same grounds as it uses against Thal 
Canal, because Kachhi Canal is also designed 
primarily as a flood canal. 
 
Setting aside the political arguments about these 
canals the question still remains as to whether or 
not Guddu might have been a much cheaper option 
than Taunsa for the Kachhi Canal. If this indeed 
were the case, then the choice of Taunsa would 
suggest that a large part of the amount being spent 
on Kachhi Canal is not for the benefit of 
Balochistan, but other economic and political 
interests – such as the upper riparian, large 
landowners along canal route, or even the 
construction industry. These questions will remain 
speculative, but they are important to raise given 
the high economic cost and loud propaganda 
claims surrounding the Kachhi Canal project. 
 
This canal is going to increase the acreage of 
irrigated land in the one region of Balochistan that 

is already endowed relatively good agriculture 
compared to other arid and semi-arid parts of the 
province. There are, moreover, questions about the 
choice of the point of take-off – Taunsa Barrage 
instead of Guddu Barrage – that suggest that it 
might have been possible to provide additional 
irrigated acreage to Balochistan at lower cost. 
 
These technical questions are important for 
Balochistan and the rest of Pakistan. It is important 
to cut through the propaganda and to ask hard 
questions about the actual benefits of various 
projects and alternative ways of pursuing economic 
development. The present paper does not provide 
answers to these technical questions, but has 
provided sufficient material to suggest that there is 
a case to be answered. 
 
(Edited from Mega Projects in Balochistan dated 
March 2007 by Azmat Budhani and Hussain Bux 
Mallah) 

 


