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countries facing climate disaster, 
says Pakistan minister 
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Sherry Rehman, the country’s climate change minister, insists rich 
polluters must pay their due as country is hit by devastating floods 
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R 
ich polluting countries which are predominantly to blame for the “dystopian” 
climate breakdown have broken their promises to reduce emissions and help 
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developing countries adapt to global heating, according to Pakistan’s minister 
for climate change, who said reparations were long overdue. 

Close to 1,300 people are dead and a third of Pakistan is under floodwater after 
weeks of unprecedented monsoon rains battered the country – which only 
weeks earlier had been suffering serious drought. 
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In an interview with the Guardian, the climate minister, Sherry Rehman, said 
global emission targets and reparations must be reconsidered, given the 
accelerated and relentless nature of climate catastrophes hitting countries such 
as Pakistan. 

“Global warming is the existential crisis facing the world and Pakistan is ground 
zero – yet we have contributed less than 1% to [greenhouse gas] emissions. We 
all know that the pledges made in multilateral forums have not been fulfilled,” 
said Rehman, 61, a former journalist, senator and diplomat who previously 
served as Pakistan’s ambassador to the US. 

“There is so much loss and damage with so little reparations to countries that 
contributed so little to the world’s carbon footprint that obviously the bargain 
made between the global north and global south is not working. We need to be 
pressing very hard for a reset of the targets because climate change is 
accelerating much faster than predicted, on the ground, that is very clear.” 
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Residents wade through flood waters near their homes following heavy monsoon 

rains. Photograph: AFP/Getty Images


The extent of Pakistan’s flood damage is unprecedented. 

An area the size of the state of Colorado is inundated, with more than 200 
bridges and 3,000 miles of telecom lines collapsed or damaged, Rehman said. 
At least 33 million people have been affected – a figure expected to rise after 
authorities complete damage surveys next week. In the Sindh district, which 
produces half the country’s food, 90% of crops are ruined. Entire villages and 
agricultural fields have been swept away. 



Urgent aid appeal launched as satellite images show a third of Pakistan 
underwater 

The main culprit is unprecedented relentless torrential rain, with some towns 
receiving 500 to 700% more rainfall than normal in August. Large swaths of 
land are still under eight to 10 ft of water, making it extremely difficult to drop 
rations or put up tents. The navy is carrying out rescue missions in normally 
arid areas where boats have never been seen, according to Rehman. 

“The whole area looks like an ocean with no horizon – nothing like this has been 
seen before,” said Rehman. “I wince when I hear people say these are natural 
disasters. This is very much the age of the anthropocene: these are man-made 
disasters.” 

Many have fled inundated rural areas looking for food and shelter in nearby 
cities which are ill-equipped to cope, and it is unclear when – or if – they will 
ever be able to go back. The total number of people remain stranded in remote 
areas, waiting to be rescued, remains unknown. 

The water will take months to drain, and – despite a brief pause in the downfall 
– more heavy rain is forecast for mid-September. 
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You can’t walk away from the reality that big corporations 
that have net profits bigger than the GDP of many 
countries need to take responsibility 
Sherry Rehman 
Rehman, who was named minister for climate change in April amid a political 
and economic crisis that saw the ousting of the prime minister, Imran Khan, has 
said the government was doing everything possible but rescue and aid missions 
had been hampered by ongoing rain and the sheer scale of need. 

While sympathetic to the global economic challenges caused by the Covid 
pandemic and war in Ukraine, she was adamant that “richer countries must do 
more”. 

“Historic injustices have to be heard and there must be some level of climate 
equation so that the brunt of the irresponsible carbon consumption is not being 
laid on nations near the equator which are obviously unable to create resilient 
infrastructure on their own,” she said. 

A youth crosses a flooded field carrying tree branches in Mirpur Khas in Pakistan’s Sindh 

province. Photograph: Muhammed Muheisen/AP
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‘Just a pile of mud’: Pakistani floods force family to rebuild home again 

There are also growing calls for fossil fuel companies – making record profits as 
a result of Russia’s war in Ukraine – to pay for the damage caused by global 
heating to developing countries. 

Rehman said: “Big polluters often try to greenwash their emissions but you 
can’t walk away from the reality that big corporations that have net profits 
bigger than the GDP of many countries need to take responsibility.” 

The annual UN climate talks take place in Egypt in November, where the group 
of 77 developing countries plus China, which Pakistan currently chairs, will be 
pushing hard for the polluters to pay up after a year of devastating drought, 
floods, heatwaves and forest fires. 

Pakistan is one of the most vulnerable countries in the world to global heating, 
and the current catastrophic floods come after four consecutive heatwaves with 
temperatures topping 53C earlier this year. 

It has more than 7,200 glaciers – more than anywhere outside the poles – 
which are melting much faster and earlier due to rising temperatures, adding 
water to rivers already swollen by rainfall. 
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A view of makeshift tents of flood victims taking refuge on a higher ground. Photograph: 
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“We’re going to be very clear and unequivocal about what we see as our needs 
and due, as well as where we see the series of larger global targets going. But 
loss and danger to the south which is already in the throes of an accelerated 
climate dystopia will have to be part of the bargain driven at Cop27,” she said. 

Richer polluting countries have so far been slow to cough up pledged money to 
help developing countries adapt to climate shocks, and even more reluctant to 
engage in meaningful negotiations about financing loss and damage suffered by 
poorer nations like Pakistan which have contributed negligibly to greenhouse 
gas emissions. 

Discussion about reparations has been mostly blocked, leaving vulnerable 
countries like Pakistan “facing the brunt of other people’s reckless carbon 
consumption”. 

“As you can see, global warming hasn’t gone down – quite the opposite. And 
there is only so much adaptation we can do. The melting of glaciers, the floods, 
drought, forest fires, none will stop without very serious pledges being 
honoured,” said Rahman. 



“We are on the frontline and intend to keep loss and damage and adapting to 
climate catastrophes at the core of our arguments and negotiations. There will 
be no moving away from that.” 

Flooding has devastated Pakistan – and 
Britain’s imperial legacy has made it 
worse 
Shozab Raza

Colonialism and its aftereffects have left regions such as south 
Punjab resource-starved, poverty-stricken and deeply vulnerable to 
floodwaters 

‘Many farmers and agricultural labourers in Rajanpur, now a centre of the flooding, have lost 

their homes.’ Photograph: Asim Tanveer/AP
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Devastating flooding in Pakistan has killed more than 1,100 people this 
summer, injuring and displacing thousands more. Among Pakistan’s political 
elite, some have claimed that the floods are simply a natural disaster, while 
others blame climate breakdown. But both groups have failed to address 
another crucial factor: empire. 

Pakistan gained its independence from the British empire in 1947, yet the 
reverberations of imperialism have endured. As a consequence, peripheral 
regions such as south Punjab, Balochistan and rural Sindh are resource-starved, 
exploited and poverty-stricken – factors that have grossly exacerbated the 
flood’s disastrous effects. 

Take the story of Bashir Dasti, a tenant farmer I met a few years ago while doing 
fieldwork in south Punjab. Two weeks ago, his mud house was destroyed by 
flooding, as was the land he rented, the cotton he cultivated and the cattle he 
had spent years rearing. Many other farmers and agricultural labourers I got to 
know in Rajanpur, now a centre of the flooding, have also lost their homes and 
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livelihoods. The Pakistan government has tasked local officials – patwaris –
 with adminstering relief for flood victims, yet when Bashir approached one, 
they tried to extort him: he was told that he would only be added to the list if he 
paid 10,000 Pakistani rupees (roughly £40). Bashir earns a meagre income 
from farming and pays exorbitant rent to his landlord, an aristocrat from a 
Baloch tribe called Leghari. He couldn’t pay that kind of money. 

Pakistan floods: before-and-after images show extent of devastation 

Back in the 19th century, the British Raj built alliances with local elites in order 
to secure its rule. In Rajanpur, Bashir’s district, this was particularly important 
– many tribal chiefs, including the Legharis, were armed and hostile. So 
in exchange for their loyalty, the Raj turned representative chiefs into 
unrepresentative aristocrats, granting them magisterial powers, a paramilitary 
apparatus and immense landed estates (jagirs) on newly irrigated land. The 
relationship set off a mutually beneficial pillaging of the region, whereby the 
British Raj and the now-landed aristocrats siphoned off rents, land revenues, 
and export cash cops like indigo, opium and cotton, all at the expense of 
previously pastoral tribesmen now forced to settle and toil as local farmers. 
Combined with expanding canal irrigation, tribesmen’s coerced settlement and 
exploitation – the British viewed seasonally migrating tribes as a security threat 
– left them further exposed to floods. 
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Because of this imperial patronage, as well as rising rents due to growing 
competition for tenancies with the decline of pastoral livelihoods, inequalities 
between landlords and peasants rose dramatically over the 19th and 20th 
centuries. While peasants lived in mud houses vulnerable to flooding – archives 
report several “great floods” affecting the south Punjab region – their chief 
landlords built lavish, well-fortified housing compounds on immense estates. By 
the 1920s, the highest-ranking Leghari aristocrat owned about 114,000 acres of 
land. 

Empire-led extraction and exploitation continued throughout the 20th century, 
albeit in different forms and despite efforts to overturn it. From the 1950s, local 
political elites, in collaboration with western consultancy firms, started 
expanding the region’s irrigation and hydropower infrastructure, especially in 
constructing the Taunsa Barrage, which displaced thousands (and 
whose faulty World Bank-led repair in the early 2000s contributed to the 2010 
floods). Dispossession and exploitation also escalated further as a consequence 
of insurrection. 

In the 1970s, south Punjab was the site of major communist-led tenant 
movements that aimed to redistribute land, reduce inequalities and eradicate 
imperialist-landlord alliances; but the aristocracy crushed these movements, 
mobilising allies in the Pakistan People’s Party-led government as well as the 
paramilitary apparatus originally handed to their ancestors by the British. 
Chiefs also expelled rebelling tenants and set up more mechanised, capitalist 
farms, continuing the trend of seeking imperialist support by turning to lavishly 
paid American advisers and even the US state department. In doing so, chiefs 
and empire continued their collective pilfering of south Punjab, displacing and 
impoverishing its people in ways that left them more vulnerable to flood 
damage. 

This empire-led extractivist relation endures today. At a national level, we see 
this in the form, not just of IMF loan conditionalities – which demand that 
Pakistan gut social spending and privatise industries in exchange for loans that 
ultimately profit western lenders – but also with new imperialistic actors like 
China and its resource-extractive, people-displacing China-Pakistan Economic 
Corridor (CPEC). While CPEC is making inroads in places like south Punjab, the 
plunder also continues as, in a pattern seen elsewhere in the global south, 
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earlier capitalist farming is being replaced by contract farming, by which 
landlords collect fixed cash rents. Explaining the reason for this, Mohsin 
Leghari, a major landed aristocrat from the Leghari tribe and Punjab’s finance 
minister, once told me: “When we lease our lands out on contract, we don’t lose 
anything when these floods come.” 

Unlike contract farmers, the aristocracy have invested nothing in the land, and 
thus have nothing to lose. They can continue to collect rents, reinvesting them 
not in south Punjab to protect farmers from the consequences of flooding, but, 
as many did, in speculative real estate in global cities such as Lahore, Dubai and 
Vancouver. 

While landlords can escape to their properties in these cities, as several told me 
they did during the 2010 floods, peasants like Bashir have nowhere else to go, 
experiencing what one scholar describes as an “emplaced displacement”. Their 
tragic predicament is ultimately a consequence of empire and an accomplice 
elite which, together, have viewed Pakistan’s peripheral regions as sites for 
plunder and profit. 

Calls for climate reparations for Pakistan therefore make sense, but not just 
because of its recent experience with a global north-induced climate crisis. They 
are also necessary because of this much longer history. Beyond climate 
reparations, what Pakistan really needs are colonial reparations. 

•  Shozab Raza is a postdoctoral associate at Yale University and an 
editor at Jamhoor magazine 
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