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ABSTRACT 

 

Pakistan’s Sixth Canal Project, advanced under the Green Pakistan Initiative, has been presented as a strategic intervention to 

address food insecurity, stimulate economic growth, and modernize agriculture through large-scale irrigation and corporate 

farming. Given Pakistan’s acute climate vulnerability, chronic water stress, and entrenched agrarian inequalities, the project has 

attracted significant public, political, and scholarly attention. This narrative review examines the Sixth Canal within a broader 

political economy framework, situating it against the backdrop of colonial irrigation legacies, post-colonial development models, 

and contemporary constraints on national sovereignty. The objective of this review is to critically assess whether the Sixth Canal 

Project represents a viable pathway toward sustainable agricultural development or whether it perpetuates extractive practices that 

exacerbate ecological degradation, economic inequality, and geopolitical dependence. The discussion synthesizes key themes 

including historical continuities in canal-based development, climate-induced stress on the Indus Basin, downstream ecological 

risks to Sindh and the Indus Delta, and the socio-economic consequences of corporate farming and land concentration. It further 

explores the role of military-facilitated governance, foreign investment—particularly linked to Gulf food security strategies—and 

the marginalization of civilian and provincial decision-making. Patterns of social resistance and political contestation are also 

examined as indicators of governance legitimacy and public consent. The review concludes that the Sixth Canal Project is unlikely 

to enhance long-term resilience. Instead, it risks undermining ecological stability, food sovereignty, and democratic accountability. 

Sustainable alternatives require locally grounded water governance, climate-resilient agriculture, agrarian reform, and 

strengthened civilian oversight to realign development with equity and national sustainability. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This study asks whether Pakistan’s Sixth Canal Project—promoted under the Green Pakistan Initiative as a solution to food insecurity 

and economic stagnation—can genuinely enhance national resilience, or whether it instead reproduces extractive development patterns 

that intensify ecological vulnerability, economic inequality, and geopolitical dependence (1,2). Grounded in a political economy 

perspective, the analysis situates the canal initiative within Pakistan’s intersecting crises of climate stress, post-colonial development 

trajectories, and constrained sovereignty. Existing literature on large-scale irrigation and corporate agriculture in South Asia has 

highlighted environmental degradation, elite capture of resources, and weak accountability, yet there remains a gap in integrated analyses 

that connect climate vulnerability, colonial legacies, and contemporary military-facilitated investment regimes in Pakistan’s water 

governance (3,4). By drawing on critical environmental political economy and secondary sources, this study addresses that gap while 

remaining accessible to a broader audience concerned with sustainability, justice, and democratic governance (1). 

Historical Context of Canal Development in Pakistan 

Canal development in what is now Pakistan has long been embedded in political power rather than purely agronomic need. Under British 

colonial rule, extensive irrigation systems were constructed to reorganize land and water for canal colonization schemes that favored 

export-oriented agriculture and imperial revenue extraction. These canals transformed social relations by reallocating land to loyal 

intermediaries, marginalizing pastoral and smallholder communities, and tying agricultural production to global markets rather than 

local food needs (5). The infrastructural logic of colonial irrigation—large, centralized, and oriented toward surplus extraction—did not 

disappear after independence. Instead, it persisted through post-colonial mega-projects that framed development as scale, control, and 

technocratic mastery over nature, often at the expense of ecological balance and social equity (6,7). 

Overview of the Sixth Canal Project 

Within this historical continuum, the Sixth Canal Project represents the latest iteration of a familiar model. Officially, the project aims 

to irrigate arid land, stimulate economic growth, and enhance food security through modern, technology-driven agriculture. Central to 

the plan is the Cholistan Canal module, designed to bring irrigation to approximately 1.2 million acres for corporate-scale cultivation 

supported by smart irrigation and agro-monitoring systems (8). The initiative is being advanced under the Special Investment Facilitation 

Council, with strong military facilitation intended to fast-track approvals and attract foreign capital, particularly from Gulf states. The 

government narrative emphasizes efficiency, foreign investment, and transformation of “unused” desert land, presenting the canal as a 

technocratic solution to structural agrarian challenges (9). 

Ecological Implications and Climate Vulnerability 

From an ecological standpoint, however, the project raises profound concerns. Pakistan is already among the world’s most water-stressed 

countries, facing declining per-capita water availability, erratic monsoon patterns, accelerated glacial melt, and increasing competition 

across provinces (10). Diverting additional Indus Basin water toward desert irrigation threatens downstream flows into Sindh and the 

Indus Delta, where freshwater is critical for sediment deposition, soil fertility, and protection against seawater intrusion. Reduced flows 

risk accelerating deltaic degradation, salinization, and loss of livelihoods for fishing and farming communities (11). The ecological 

disruption extends inland, as the Cholistan region supports fragile desert ecosystems and endangered species whose habitats could be 

irreversibly altered by intensive agriculture. Past experiences with large canal and drainage projects, such as the Left Bank Outfall Drain, 

demonstrate how poorly governed interventions can exacerbate waterlogging, salinity, and wetland destruction rather than resolve them 

(12). 

Economic and Agrarian Impacts 

Economically, the canal is framed as a driver of productivity, employment, and export earnings, yet evidence suggests that its benefits 

are likely to be highly concentrated. Corporate farming models favor large investors with access to capital, technology, and political 

connections, while small farmers and pastoral communities face displacement, loss of customary water rights, and land consolidation 

(13). At a time when Pakistan allocates close to half of its federal budget to debt servicing, subsidizing water, land, and infrastructure 

for corporate agriculture imposes additional fiscal strain, diverting resources away from health, education, and rural support systems 

(14). This dynamic sharpens the distinction between food security—measured in aggregate output—and food sovereignty, which 

prioritizes local control over land, water, and production choices. The resulting pattern mirrors environmental justice critiques in which 

environmental and social costs are borne by politically marginalized groups while economic gains accrue to elites (15). 
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Geopolitical and Sovereignty Dimensions 

The Sixth Canal also carries significant geopolitical implications. Gulf monarchies facing acute ecological limits to domestic agriculture 

have increasingly sought offshore land and water to secure food supplies. By facilitating large-scale agricultural investments in Pakistan, 

the canal effectively positions the country as an outsourced agricultural hinterland serving external food security strategies (16). This 

process is mediated by foreign capital, international financial institutions such as the International Monetary Fund, and domestic 

military-economic networks that prioritize investment inflows over democratic deliberation. The military’s central role in the Special 

Investment Facilitation Council underscores how civilian institutions and provincial stakeholders are sidelined, raising concerns about 

accountability, consent, and the erosion of federal principles (17). 

Social Resistance and Political Contestation 

Social resistance has emerged as a critical counterforce to this trajectory. Farmers’ movements, legal associations, and civil society 

groups—particularly in Sindh—have mobilized against the canal, citing violations of interprovincial water agreements and threats to 

livelihoods. Protests, sit-ins, and legal challenges, including the Babarloi Dharna, exposed deep provincial–federal tensions and forced 

the temporary suspension of the project pending broader consensus. These mobilizations highlight both the political costs of top-down 

development and the capacity of collective action to contest extractive agendas that lack social legitimacy (18,19). 

Extractive Development and Sustainability Crisis 

Taken together, the ecological, economic, and geopolitical dimensions of the Sixth Canal reveal a development model that prioritizes 

extraction, scale, and external dependence over sustainability and equity. Comparative experiences, such as China’s emphasis on land 

reform, domestic control, and gradual technological upgrading, illustrate that alternative pathways exist—ones that have delivered 

poverty reduction without surrendering sovereignty over critical resources. Viewed through an environmental justice lens, Pakistan’s 

canal strategy reproduces unequal power relations and amplifies vulnerability in the face of climate change rather than mitigating it (20). 

CONCLUSION 

In conclusion, the Sixth Canal Project undermines long-term resilience by intensifying water stress, consolidating land and power, and 

deepening geopolitical dependence. A more just and sustainable alternative requires strengthening local water governance, investing in 

climate-resilient and smallholder-centered agriculture, pursuing meaningful agrarian reform, and restoring democratic oversight over 

development planning. The objective of this study is therefore to critically evaluate the Sixth Canal Project as a test case of extractive 

development in contemporary Pakistan, and to demonstrate that genuine food security and economic stability can only be achieved by 

decolonizing water governance and re-centering people, ecology, and sovereignty in development policy. 
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