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Addressing the human costs and consequences of the 

Pakistan flood disaster

Pakistan is in the eye of a global climate crisis. A series 

of meteorological disasters in 2022 included glacial 

out bursts in the Upper Indus Basin, urban flooding 

in Karachi and Hyderabad, torrential rains and run-

offs in Balochistan, flash floods in southern Punjab, 

and unprecedented rains in central Sindh. The severe 

floods in Pakistan that began in June, 2022 have had 

devastating impacts. A staggering third of the country’s 

landmass was under water with 3·6 million acres of 

crops destroyed and more than 750 000 livestock 

killed.1 Almost 24 000 schools have been damaged2 

and thousands of roads and bridges lost. The economic 

costs of the floods, with the loss of infrastructure 

and crop and food production, are estimated to 

exceed US$30 billion.3 This far exceeds the $1·5 billion 

emergency relief that Pakistan had negotiated with the 

International Monetary Fund over the past year.4

With more than 33 million people affected by the 

floods and some 7·6 million people displaced, the 

death toll of over 1500 includes 552 children.2,5 Many 

of the people who have been displaced are from the 

most deprived communities and riverine areas, mostly 

from districts where poverty indicators are already high 

and development indicators are lagging. The floods 

have affected an estimated 16 million children and 

650 000 pregnant women who will need maternal care 

during pregnancy and childbirth.6 Pakistan’s health 

system, already weakened by the COVID-19 pandemic 

and the economic downturn,7 has been badly damaged 

with more than 1460 primary health facilities affected 

and 432 destroyed.8 In places affected by flooding, 

delivery of health care, access to essential medicines, 

and routine vaccination and disease surveillance have 

been disrupted. 

The differences from Pakistan’s previous flood 

disaster in 20109 are stark. Despite warnings by the 

country’s meteorological department, there was 

little coordination and the response from federal and 

provincial authorities was haphazard and inadequate.10 

The National Disaster Management Authority and its 

provincial counterparts did not take rapid measures 

to strengthen embankments, clear major drains, or 

stockpile commodities for potential mass displacement.11 

A National Flood Response and Co ordination Centre was 

only belatedly established on Aug 30, 2022.

The global recognition and response to the crisis 

was initially also slow and uncoordinated. It took the 

UN Secretary-General to launch a flash appeal for 

$160 million12 for some assistance to start trickling in. 

External commitments for flood relief are very slow and 

the visible scale and cost of the disaster dwarfs funding 

that has been committed.

What can and should be done? The immediate priority is 

to strengthen and complete the humanitarian assistance 

and rescue process and to move affected populations 

to safety, with provision of basic shelter, food, and 

urgent health care. Concurrently, primary care services 

and preventive strategies for health care need to be re-

established, especially for women and children. With the 

disruption of health outreach and immunisation services, 

these should be prioritised as well as care for pregnant 

women and facilities to provide safe births. Additionally, 

provision of safe water, oral rehydration, and preventive 

strategies for dengue and malaria must be implemented 

universally. Another priority is to address food insecurity in 

Pakistan13 in the wake of the global food price crisis. Much 

of the current response in Pakistan is led by civic society 

representatives and non-governmental organisations, 

but going forwards the government and public sector 

programmes must provide a consistent and transparent 
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role in coordination, equitable service delivery, and quality 

assurance across health and food systems.

This climate disaster was waiting to happen. In 2021 

Khan and colleagues14 highlighted the risks of flooding in 

Pakistan and estimated that there was a 10% probability 

of floods every 10 years with a potential impact on the 

national gross domestic product of $28·9 billion, with 

11·9 million people affected and $2·4 billion of urban 

damage in Pakistan. Notwithstanding the floods, 

Pakistan is one of the most water-stressed countries 

globally. The per-person annual availability of water 

declined from 5140 m3 in 1950 to 1000 m3 in 2019.15 

The country’s available water resources comprise 

138 million acre feet (MAF) with a storage capacity of 

13·7 MAF, which is only 10% of available water resources, 

with a carry-over capacity only sufficient for 36 days.16

A comprehensive climate adaptation and mitigation 

strategy is needed to implement actions in three 

areas: strengthen capacity to ensure that the water 

infrastructure and resources are sufficient in urban 

and rural settings; adopt climate-smart construction 

standards for reconstruction and development of 

infrastructure; and resource and empower local 

governments to provide municipal and environmental 

services. Against this backdrop, flood and water 

management plans need to be developed and 

appropriately resourced. A non-partisan national effort 

will be crucial for building climate resilience in Pakistan, 

including a national discourse and consensus on 

water conservation, interprovincial dialogue on water 

distribution and new reservoirs, and revamping the 

inadequate and dysfunctional drainage systems. 

None of these necessary actions will be possible 

without political rapprochement and a national 

reconciliation process. Pakistan’s political divisions in 

the past 6 months have been debilitating and led to 

policy inattention and compounded a deep economic 

crisis.17 For a country whose sovereign debt exceeds 

$250 billion, the massive resources needed for relief 

and reconstruction are seemingly impossible but will 

need to be found. This process could start with reducing 

profligate spending by government officials,18 targeting 

safety nets for the poor, and prioritising investments. 

But high-income countries also have a responsibility 

to help address the climate emergency that is affecting 

Pakistan. For a country that contributes less than 0·5% 

to global carbon emissions annually,19 it is entirely 

reasonable to seek climate retribution to rebuild 

Pakistan’s infrastructure and flood control systems. 

This is not external assistance or charity; it is climate 

justice.20

We declare no competing interests.

*Zulfiqar A Bhutta, †Shereen Zulfiqar Bhutta, 
Shabina Raza, Ali Tauqeer Sheikh
zulfiqar.bhutta@sickkids.ca; zulfiqar.bhutta@aku.edu

†Professor Shereen Z Bhutta passed away on Sept 11, 2022.

Institute for Global Health and Development, The Aga Khan University, Karachi, 

74800, Pakistan (ZAB); SickKids Centre for Global Child Health, The Hospital for 

Sick Children, Toronto, ON M5G A04, Canada (ZAB); Obstetrics and Gynecology, 

Jinnah Postgraduate Medical Center, Karachi, Pakistan (SZB); Nutrition 

International, Islamabad, Pakistan (SR); Leadership for Environment and 

Development (LEAD Pakistan), Islamabad, Pakistan (ATS) 

1 Pakistan Meteorological Department. Pakistan monthly climate summary. 
August, 2022. http://www.pmd.gov.pk/cdpc/Pakistan_Monthly_Climate_
Summary_August_2022.pdf (accessed Sept 6, 2022).

2 UNICEF. Pakistan humanitarian situation report no 3. Sept 20, 2022. https://
www.unicef.org/media/127711/file/Pakistan-Humanitarian-SitRep-No.3-
(Floods)-20-Sep-2022.pdf (accessed Sept 22, 2022).

3 Asif S. UN Chief calls for “massive” help as Pakistan puts cost of Pakistan’s 
flood losses at $30 billion. Reuters. Sept 9, 2022. https://www.reuters.com/
world/asia-pacific/un-chief-guterres-arrives-pakistan-support-flood-
response-2022-09-09/ (accessed Sept 20, 2022).

4 Zaman S. Cash-strapped Pakistan gets much needed IMF bailout. Voice of 
America. Aug 29, 2022. https://www.voanews.com/a/cash-strapped-
pakistan-gets-much-needed-imf-bailout-/6721636.html (accessed 
Sept 6, 2022).

5 National Disaster Management Agency. NDMA Monsoon Sitrep—2022. 
http://cms.ndma.gov.pk/storage/app/public/situation-reports/
September2022/WtrnsYOKrzD17isQaokk.pdf (accessed Sept 20, 2022).

6 UNFPA. Women and girls bearing the brunt of Pakistan’s monsoon floods. 
Aug 30, 2022. https://pakistan.unfpa.org/en/news/women-and-girls-
bearing-brunt-pakistan-monsoon-floods (accessed Sept 6, 2022).

7 Moeen MS, Haider Z, Haider Shikoh S, et al. PACE working paper: COVID-19—
estimating impact on the economy and poverty in Pakistan—using SAM 
multiplier model. Islamabad: Pakistan Agriculture Capacity Enhancement 
Project, International Food Policy Research Institute, 2020.

8 WHO Regional Office for the Eastern Mediterranean. Pakistan: situation 
reports on the flooding in Pakistan. Sept 3, 2022. https://www.emro.who.
int/pak/pakistan-infocus/situation-reports-on-the-flooding-in-pakistan.
html (accessed Sept 6, 2022).

9 Bhutta ZA, Bhutta SZ. The unfolding human tragedy in Pakistan: fighting 
alone. Lancet 2010; 376: 664–65.

10 Afzal M. What is happening in Pakistan’s continuing crisis? Brookings 
Institute. May 22, 2022. https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-
chaos/2022/05/20/what-is-happening-in-pakistans-continuing-crisis/ 
(accessed Sept 6, 2022).

11 Salikuddin T, Siddiqui J. Pakistan’s deadly floods come along a deluge of 
crises. United States Institute of Peace. Sept 1, 2022. https://www.usip.org/
publications/2022/09/pakistans-deadly-floods-come-amid-deluge-crises 
(accessed Sept 6, 2022).

12 Fraser S. Pakistan floods are a “monsoon on steroids”, warns UN Chief. 
BBC News. Sept 1, 2022. https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-62722117 
(accessed Sept 6, 2022).

13 Devi S. Pakistan floods: impact on food security and health systems. Lancet 
2022; 400: 799–800.

14 Khan I, Lei H, Shah AA, Khan I, Muhammad I. Climate change impact 
assessment, flood management, and mitigation strategies in Pakistan for 
sustainable future. Environ Sci Pollut Res Int 2021; 28: 29720–31.

15 Hussain M, Mumtaz S. Climate change and managing water crisis: Pakistan’s 
perspective. Rev Environ Health 2014; 29: 71–77.

16 Khan I. Pakistan has capacity to store water for 36 days. The News. 
Sept 7, 2018. https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/364943-pakistan-has-
capacity-to-store-water-for-36-days#:~:text=Water%20Resources%20
Secretary%20Shumail%20Ahmed,percent%20of%20available%20water%20
resources (accessed Sept 8, 2022).



Comment

www.thelancet.com   Published online September 27, 2022   https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(22)01874-8 3

17 Pande A. Crisis and instability threaten Pakistan’s economy yet again. 
GIS Reports Online. July 21, 2022. https://www.gisreportsonline.com/r/
pakistan-crisis-economy/ (accessed Sept 22, 2022).

18 Gishkori Z. 191 foreign visits cost national exchequer Rs 3 billion in 12 years. 
The News. Jan 4, 2021. https://www.thenews.com.pk/print/769075-191-
foreign-visits-cost-national-exchequer-rs3b-in-12-years (accessed 
Sept 22, 2022).

19 Worldometer. Pakistan’ CO2 emissions. 2022. https://www.worldometers.
info/co2-emissions/pakistan-co2-emissions (accessed Sept 6, 2022).

20 Sachs JD. Pakistan and the fight for climate justice. Project Syndicate. 
Sept 13, 2022. https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/pakistan-
flooding-climate-justice-rich-countries-should-bear-cost-by-jeffrey-d-
sachs-2022-09 (accessed Sept 20, 2022).


