
QUESTIONNAIRE: UN SPECIAL RAPPORTEUR                                                                                                        

ON THE SITUATION OF HUMAN RIGHTS DEFENDERS  
Theme: “Large-scale development projects and human rights defenders”  

 
1. Please indicate what you see as the main challenges and opportunities of a human rights-based approach 

to development, with particular attention to large-scale development projects and the role, protection and 

effective participation of human rights defenders. What do you think are the best measures to mitigate the 

challenges? Kindly provide examples of good practices in this respect.  

 

Opposing land-grabbing is an area where human-rights defenders (HRD) are involved in Pakistan, 
especially in Karachi. There are many forms of land-grabbing, including: 
a) For the establishment of squatter colonies for rural migrants to the city, to cater to the expanding low-

income populations, etc. Originally comprising individual initiatives on vacant spaces, river banks, hilly 
areas, unused railway land, etc., the grabbing has become more and more organized over the decades 
and now takes over government land on the ever-expanding outskirts of the city. Organised groups, in 
collusion with government land officials, police and utility agencies provide ‘planned schemes’ with 
incremental facilities. Over the years such ‘katchi abadis’ have been progressively regularized. 
Over the past 5 years, this land-grabbing has taken a greedy turn. Politically-backed criminals have 
captured (under a government Goth-abad Scheme) over 40,000 acres of government land around the 
northern/western/eastern periphery of the city (along the Northern Bypass) and are in the process of 
parceling it out to buyers. This can be seen on Google Earth’s time-line. The recent murder of Perween 
Rahman of Orangi Pilot Project is connected with this phenomenon. 

b) For the establishment of elite housing schemes for the rich and powerful. Government land is obtained 
at throw-away prices by influential groups (Defence Housing Authority, major commercial developers, 
officers of government organizations like the Karachi Port Trust, Karachi Development Authority, 
Karachi Municipal Corporation, etc) and large-scale development schemes are set up with government 
amenities and utilities that are not available for older, but poorer, sections of the city. 

c) To generate funds for government various municipal or provincial agencies convert public/amenity 
land use into private land use, a form of land-grabbing, e.g., during the tenure of the last city 
government in Karachi, amenity beach-front promenade was to be sold for a hotel; sewage treatment 
amenity land was allocated to political supporters. Many years ago, about 26 amenity bus-depot plots 
in Karachi were being converted to commercial use to generate funds. 

d) For the establishment of commercial/residential buildings (and mosques/madrssahs) on amenity plots, 
a 66-year old trend that has escalated over the past 5 – 6 years. Notified parks and playgrounds and 
other amenity/utility plots all over the city are being grabbed by various political party workers, 
divided into plots and used or sold off to generate funds (a process called ‘china cutting’). 

 

While category (a) above, where over 60% of Karachi resides (!), is generally accepted by HRDs as a natural 
(and consequently not to be opposed) consequence of successive government’s inability or disinterest in 
providing housing for poor citizens, various environmental NGOs (e.g., Shehri: Citizens for A Better 
Environment), professional bodies (architects, engineers) and local community organizations and 
individuals (including journalists and columnists) have opposed and fought land-grabbers in categories (b), 
(c) and (d) in the courts of justice and public opinion. 
 
 
2. Please explain how, in your view, large-scale development projects can best be elaborated in order to the 

effective participation of human rights defenders. Please describe participation/ consultation mechanisms 

in place and provide examples of good practices.  

 

Owing to past citizen awareness and activity, in recent years, government and related agencies have been 
slightly better at publicizing the details of large-scale development projects to enable feedback from the 
citizenry. For instance, an unnecessary 4-lane 25-km elevated expressway from the town centr to the 



airport that was being planned by the city government in 2007 was stopped due to the hue and cry raised 
by citizen groups during the EIA and other public consultations. 
3. How do you think that human rights defenders can effectively monitor the impact of large-scale 

development projects? Please provide examples of successful experiences/ mechanisms in this regard and 

kindly address the issues below.  

 

a. Kindly indicate how relevant information about large-scale development projects is made available and 

accessible to the public. Provide concrete examples if applicable.  

Information sometimes seeps down through the press, or through planning authorities, or through 
government environmental agencies that have to conduct EIAs on large development projects. 
 
It is imperative that better implementation of Freedom of Information laws and procedures be carried out 
so that human rights defenders and the general public can access relevant data. The government agencies 
(including appellant bodies like the Ombudsman’s office) and the citizens need to be trained on the correct 
utilization of these laws. 
 
b. How can defenders complain if they feel that human rights are unduly restricted or violated in the context of 

the implementation of large-scale development projects? Kindly provide concrete examples of mechanisms in 

place to seek redress at every stage of the process, that is, assessment, design, implementation, monitoring and 

evaluation.  

HRDs generally complain to the government agency responsible: this normally is futile as the government 
is in cahoots with the law-breakers. Additional strategies include obtaining press coverage, holding 
demonstrations at the location of the project or Press Club, appealing to the Ombudsman or finally seeking 
the intervention of the courts, especially the Supreme Court (who, in recent years, has been especially 
responsive to issues of human rights) 
 

c. How do you ensure that human rights defenders can peacefully voice their opposition to development 

projects without fear of intimidation or violence of any sort?  

 

Not easily possible, as the opposing interests are too strong, are willing to utilize violence, and have the 
‘powers-that-be’ in their pockets. HRDs have been killed (e.g., Nisar Baloch of Shehri: CBE for trying to 
protect sewage-farm Gutter Baghicha land, and Haji Abu Bakkar and Abdul Ghani Mirbahar of Pakistan 
Fisherfolk Forum for trying to protect Kaka Pir mangroves land, Perween Rahman of OPP for her work on 
land capture and water distribution in Karachi) and many other live under threat. 
 
It is significant that Perween’s approach was not antagonistic, and she was a gentle person. Yet, the data 
and information she was gathering was damming and detrimental to interests of certain mafias. 
 

4. How, in your view, can business and corporations involved in large-scale development and investment 

projects be best monitored regarding corporate social responsibility principles and their engagement with 

human rights defenders? What is, in your view, the role of defenders in this process and how could their 

capacity to engage be strengthened?  

 

Unfortunately, big business and corporations believe that CSR only means doing charity: set up a school 
here, provide drinking water there, etc. They steal and share a small portion of their loot with God!  
 
The concept that CSR actually involves paying fair/good wages, obeying the laws of the land, protecting 
the environment by not polluting, adopting sustainable manufacturing practices and the like is strange to 
them. While lip service is paid to the concept, the reality is completely different. 
 

5. How, in your view, should development cooperation programmes integrate the role of human rights 

defenders and the notion of a safe and enabling environment in recipient countries? How do you think can 

the expertise of human rights defenders on the ground be best used to design, implement, monitor and 



evaluate development cooperation programmes? How should security/ protection concerns be addressed 

when necessary?  

 

a) There are three ultimate reasons for the present mess we find ourselves in: 
i) The population of the earth, especially the developing countries, has increased astronomically 

ii) The greed and consumption of mankind is going through the roof 
iii) The disparities between the haves and have-nots are escalating 
Unless these basic issues are addressed, HRDs will be merely and repeatedly tackling the symptoms of 
the problems and not the actual problems. 

 

b) Establish free flow of information about development cooperation programmes, and set up 
mechanisms for feedback from the beneficiaries. 

 
c) Have governments actively promote and implement: 

i) Freedom of information laws and procedures, including publication on websites 
ii) Public hearings on major development projects 

iii) Environmental Impact Assessment procedures and hearings 
 
 
 


