Pakistan’s ‘10 Billion Tree Tsunami’ and the Bakarwal Community:
A case study in response to the 2024 call for inputs on Mobile Indigenous Peoples issued by the Special Rapporteur on the rights of Indigenous Peoples
Jamie Hinch – University of Oxford

The following case study is from research I conducted in June 2022, facilitated by and in collaboration with the organisations Pilio, SAMA-verte and WWF-Pakistan. This is a summary from a forthcoming journal article about the impacts that Pakistan’s 10 Billion Tree Tsunami Afforestation Programme (hereinafter, 10-BTTAP) is having on the Mobile Pastoralist Bakarwal community. The case study responds to the second ‘Land and Resource Rights’ prompt: 
“Please describe the impacts of extractive industries, tourism projects, conservation initiatives and climate change mitigation and adaptation measures on mobile Indigenous Peoples’ rights and indicate whether they are consulted on projects that impact their lands, territories and resources. Please identify any other existing threats to mobile Indigenous Peoples’ land rights.”

Introduction:
The Bakarwal Community:
The Bakarwal people are a mobile pastoralist community in Pakistan, who herd sheep and goats. Oscillating between lowland pastures in the winter and pastures on the Himalayan peaks of the northern provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Gilgit Baltistan in the summer, the community lives a transhumant lifestyle. 
Different authors write how the community’s lack of material possessions (Shah, 2016); lack of land (ibid); limited formal education (Baughn, 2018); unequal treatment by the police (Alam’ and Ibrar, 2015; Rashid et al., 2019); lack of formal healthcare (Verma et al., 2019); vulnerabilities to natural disasters (Rashid et al., 2019); and lack of clear rights denote them as marginalised. Whilst not having Indigenous status, they are designated as a minority in Pakistan (Imran Zadi et al., 2021). The number of Bakarwal people is uncertain; a 2006 estimate suggested there was 10-20,000 people in the community (Merlin, 2006), whilst a 2012 estimate suggested there are 50,000 in KP alone (Ojeda et al., 2012). 
I conducted research in the Kaghan Valley of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa Province, which is a major migration route for the Bakarwal people migrating between their winter and summer pastures. The routes taken through the valley have been traversed by the community for hundreds of years, however, are coming under increasing disruption. Firstly, from climate change- every member of the community with whom I spoke (25 individuals) reported migrating earlier in the year because of warmer weather and increased snowmelt. Secondly, and far more disruptive to the community, because of afforestation in the valley.
The 10 Billion Tree Tsunami:
This title does justice to the impressive ambitions of the project. Commencing in 2019, 10-BTTAP is the largest afforestation campaign in Pakistan’s history and fourth largest in the world (MOCC, 2019). Through plantations and ‘assisted natural regeneration’, Pakistan aims to have added 10 billion new trees by 2030 (ibid.), with a reported $700 million budget (Ashraf, 2022). Pakistan’s northern province of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KP) has the highest number and density of afforestation sites (PakistanToday, 2022). This region is no stranger to tree-planting: formerly ‘North-West Frontier Province,’ KP historically had the largest area of forest in Pakistan and 10-BTTAP is the latest in a series of campaigns to revive the quality and quantity of forest (Fisher, 2018). From colonial and post-colonial environmental regimes, ‘social forestry’ attempts of the late 20th century, the ‘Green Pakistan Initiative’ of the early 21st century, and most recently the Billion Tree Tsunami Programme (BTAP) running from 2014-2019 (ibid.), 10-BTTAP is the latest in a gnarled arboreal lineage. 
This tsunami’s point of departure, however, is in the scale of planting along with its swash of public attention. The programme is spectacular, watched closely by impressed audiences beyond Pakistan: The United Nations Environment Programme declared Pakistan and 10-BTTAP to be ‘leading the way’ on environmental action (Stockholm50, 2022); former U.K. Prime Minster Boris Johnson lauded 10-BTTAP at the 76th UN General Assembly (UK Government, 2021); the International Monetary Fund sings its praises on X/ Twitter (IMF, 2022); and it was widely acknowledged at the UN Climate Change Conference in 2021 (COP26) (FERN, 2021).
The programme offers the benefits of environmental improvements, carbon sequestration, job creation, and forest products (such as timber, fodder, fuel, etc.) for local communities. However, my research found that most of these benefits are targeted at settled populations and do not consider the problems the programme is creating for mobile pastoralists.
Impacts:
1) Loss of access to traditional migration routes:
Previously, the Bakarwal community would migrate through the valley by traversing through forests, and occasionally dropping down onto roads and through villages before moving back up the hills and into the forests again. Routes are ancient and of huge importance to the community, as will be shown. However, with areas of land enclosed for tree-planting and natural regeneration, the community has no way of accessing these traditional routes. Instead, they are forced to walk along roadsides where they have limited access to fodder. One community member, Javaid[footnoteRef:1], said: “The tree species planted here are helpful for the local farmers, not for us... This is our centuries-old tradition of going up and down through the forest areas… we don’t have any benefits.” He followed this up with, “the person who stays here permanently has the benefits… not those who are here temporarily.” [1:  Names changed to protect informants’ identities.] 

2) Hiring vehicles:
Forced out of the forests and onto the roads, the restricted access to grazing means longer waits before their animals can next eat. Consequently, many choose to transport their animals in lorries. This could involve transporting them part of the way, or the whole route from winter to summer pastures. A community member (Shamroze) opened a focus group by clarifying: “Out of the 40 members of the family, a few younger members go by foot with the herd, but the rest… go via the cars. Some time we bring the herds in the transportations: the reason is the plantations and the Forest Department stops our movement through the forest.” 
Hiring vehicles has huge economic consequences for the community- “It’s good for the general public but it’s not good for the herder community, because we are paying more than one lakh (100,000) rupees for transportation… it’s very costly” explained Shamroze. Other people we spoke to paid up to two lakh- the equivalent of 20 goats.
The consequences of walking traditional migration routes and risking their animals grazing on 10-BTTAP sites are high, incurring large fines. This was how many first learned of 10-BTTAP, with no prior consultation reported. “I only noticed [the programme] when the FD captures our goats and bring us back to their guards’ rooms and fine us. This is the information I got- nothing else”, told Sabir. The flip side is the huge costs of transportation, which was framed as, “itself a big fine”.
3) Health impacts to their animals:
There are further risks involved in hiring transport for the animals: “the grasses and vegetation that our animals were eating along the way were very useful for the health of the animals and now it is completely banned due to the plantation, and nobody is thinking about us”, Babu had said. Previously, walking through the forests presented natural medicines, enough food to prevent hunger in their herds along with exercise to keep them fit, and a gradual acclimatisation to the altitude increase. With the much faster vehicle journey, however, “the 6/7 hours of driving causes the missing of nutritional grasses from the grazing of these animals”, said Shamroze. Regarding the animals’ eating habits, these too are changed because instead of walking and eating, the animals, “get down and start eating and eating and then sleeping- this itself is like a disease”, said Namroze. 
Namroze spoke at length of the increasing disease among his animals. He has noticed a major increase in foot and mouth and general lung diseases since they started taking vehicles. This increases year-on-year, and Namroze said he now loses 25 animals per year to disease, facing large veterinary fees. He told us: “Lung issues are a serious issue with our sheep and goats, and that lung issue we showed to the doctors and they gave us medicine which doesn’t work. It's also highly costly”. The enclosed conditions of vehicles, the lack of natural medicines and nutritional foods, and absence of slow acclimatisation to increasing altitudes result in this increased disease. Not to mention, as Shamroze stressed, “for a certain time period, their health and stress is affected because these are not transport animals- they are free-grazing animals.”
4) Supplementing their income:
To supplement the extra costs of vehicle hire and animal healthcare, the Bakarwal community is increasingly having to farm potatoes and peas. One person said, “the transportation is an extra burden, so we try and grow more and more”. However, the maximum profit they make per bag of potatoes is around 2,000 rupees, because of the royalties they pay to the Forest Department and local landowners. This crop cultivation is something they all adamantly do not enjoy, shaking their heads vigorously when asked. However, “it is the only way”.
5) Increasing tensions with local, settled communities:
10-BTTAP is also the cause of increased tensions with local, settled communities. Shamroze told me a story of a local landowner in the valley who saw that the Bakarwal people were forced to travel by road, so: “put a barrier, a toll tax, on us and charged 10 rupees per animal” to pass through. Whilst this was stopped, it shows the level of dislike towards the community. This echoes a sentiment that, for produce and communities, “Local people overcharge us! They charge us double- at 3800 rupees we buy 40kg bag of flour, a huge amount for us... Because people dislike us” (Nazir).
Conclusion:
Pakistan’s 10 Billion Tree Tsunami Afforestation Programme shows huge potential benefits; the case study shared of the Bakarwal people should not undermine the impressive ambition of 10-BTTAP. Rather, this acts as a critical interrogation into ways that the programme can improve. In its present form, 10-BTTAP is contributing to the increased marginalisation of the Bakarwal people. Through a loss of access to traditional migration routes, they are experiencing multiplier effects whereby they face economic impacts of hiring vehicles, the health and wellbeing of their animals is impacted, they are forced to farm produce they have no interest in, and feel they are being taken advantage of by local, settled communities. 
Whilst my research found that officials recognised their struggles, the fact that complaints are not made in an ‘official manner’ and that they were considered to be migrating on land which does not belong to them means sympathy towards the community felt limited. A more inclusive approach to mobile pastoralist communities such as the Bakarwal people is needed for large scale afforestation campaigns- with the project about halfway through at the time of writing, Pakistan has the opportunity to set a standard of inclusion and collaboration for mobile pastoralist communities. Disappointingly for now, it seems this is not being taken.
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