JULY

Land-grabbers out to encroach Baghicha land

KARACHI, July 6: Tension prevails in the Trans-Lyari area — comprising the densely populated localities around the 48-acre Gutter Baghicha — with land-grabbers getting active again to encroach upon a 20-acre portion of the public park and starting construction activity despite a close watch put in place by the relevant authorities. 

The PPP high-command has decided to transform Gutter Baghicha into a splendid public park and rename it as “Shaheed Benazir Bhutto Park” but unauthorised people geared up their activities to grab a considerably big portion of the park’s land before the PPP-led government could take any measures towards implementing the plan, sources told Dawn. 


Pointing out that construction activity had been started overnight, social organisations functioning in the Trans-Lyari area said that they had reported the matter to the Chief Minister’s complaint cell but there had been no response as yet. Chairman of the Trans-Lyari Bachaao Tehrik Nadir Baloch (a UC nazim) and chief of an alliance of several Lyari-based NGOs Nisar Baloch on Monday deplored the land-grabbers’ activities and resultant tension in the area, and said that the resurging encroachment belied the provincial government’s claim of having maintained a strict check on such activities at the public park. 


They claimed that the area people were contemplating foiling the land-grabbers’ attempts and demolish the structures they had already raised, and warned that this could stir a showdown. 


Criticising the indifferent attitude of the MPAs concerned in this regard, they said if the government failed to take immediate remedial measures, a protest would be staged on July 19. 


Meanwhile, the Tehrik has started mobilising people by distributing pamphlets calling for a blockade of Manghopir Road.

(Dawn-15, 07/07/2009)

Anti-encroachment force to be set up

An anti-encroachment force consisting of 500 personnel would be established under the Board of Revenue to end encroachment on government lands, said Sindh Chief Minister (CM) Syed Qaim Ali Shah on Monday.


Chairing a meeting at the CM House about encroachments, he said that the provincial government would also seek the help of Rangers against land-grabbers for the time being. The meeting decided that anti-encroachment police stations would be established in Karachi and Hyderabad in the first phase, while the policy would be extended to Sukkur and Mirpurkhas later.


A committee led by secretary law was also formed to bring necessary changes in law concerned to end encroachments. Representatives of police, the revenue board and forest department would be members of the proposed committee, which would submit its recommendations within a week in consultation with advocate general Sindh.


Senior member of the BoR, Ghulam Ali Pasha, informed the meeting about encroachment of official lands in Karachi, Thatta, Kotri, Hyderabad and other cities, as well as the occupation of land along both banks of the Indus.


Minister for home, minister for revenue, minister for law, chief secretary Sindh, IG Sindh, advocate general, principal secretary to the CM, CCPO Karachi, member land utilization and others attended the meeting.

(The News-14, 14/07/2009)
Gujjar Nullah encroachments pose flood threat to four towns


KARACHI: The presence of encroachments around Gujjar Nullah pose a flood threat to four towns, namely, New Karachi Town, Gulberg Town, North Nazimabad Town and Liaquatabad Town, in case more heavy torrential rain occurs in the city.


The lives and essentials of those residing in the residential units near the nullah are also at risk.
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A city government officer of the defunct Karachi Municipal Corporation, who has been conducting a study on encroachments beside major drain canal in the city, told Daily Times that the city government had decided to remove the encroachment beside major drain canals in the city particularly Gujjar Nullah in the last quarter of 2007, and rehabilitate the vacated people in Taiser Town.


It was also decided that the CDGK would take measures to expand the width of the Gujjar Nullah with primarily PC-I cost of more than Rs 1 billion.


But the people living in encroachments had created a law and order situation at the time of eviction and the campaign had to be stopped.


The Karachi Water and Sewerage Board was also concerned on the encroachments on the banks of Orangi and Gujjar Nullah as the sewerage project 3 has been pending due to lack of eviction.


The actual length of the Gujjar Nullah comes to around 14 kilometer while its present width at different points ranges between 12 to 37 meters. Almost 20 years ago, the width of the Gujjar Nullah was around 200 feet, the officer claimed.


The Gujjar Nullah is spread from New Karachi Town to Liyari River at Teen Hatti junction, while it covers five towns of the city and passes from New Karachi Town, Gulberg Town, North Nazimabad Town, and Liaquatabad Town and after falling into Liyari River at Tin Hatti junction to Jamshed Town, the officer said.


The encroachments on the Gujjar Nullah bank have squeezed it up to three-five feet at various junctions, as nearly 12,000 residential units and hundreds of small and medium scale factories and shops have been established there, said the officer.

(By Irfan Aligi, DailyTimes-B1, 23/07/2009)

Rangers directed to stop ‘illegal construction’ at Jinnah Courts

KARACHI, July 23: The Sindh government has advised the Pakistan Rangers to immediately stop the “illegal construction” being carried out at Jinnah Courts, which is protected under the Sindh Cultural Heritage (Preservation) Act, 1994. 


According to sources, two Sindh government departments have finally taken notice of the illegal construction being carried out on the protected site by the Rangers, but have not obtained any first-hand information themselves. Instead, the notice was taken based on several media reports which highlighted the issue last month. 


The sources said that the media had reported that the Rangers were constructing a watchtower in their temporary headquarters, Jinnah Courts, in the last week of June. 


Nobody could carry out any construction activities on a site protected under the act, which prescribes long prison terms for, and imposes heavy fines on, violators. 


An NOC (no-objection certificate)/permission from the advisory committee on cultural affairs, which is headed by the chief secretary, has to be obtained before carrying out any construction activity on a site protected under the act. 


When the matter was reported in June, there was just a single watchtower that had been constructed illegally, but when this reporter visited the premises on July 14, another watchtower had also been constructed. The Rangers, therefore, clearly constructed another watchtower despite the Sindh government’s advice to cease all construction on the heritage site. 


In a July 4 communication on the subject of “Illegal construction at Jinnah Courts Building”, the Sindh culture department had advised the Rangers to stop all construction. 


The letter says: “It has been reported in newspapers that illegal construction in the premises of Jinnah Courts is being carried out. The premises of Jinnah Courts are declared as protected heritage under the Sindh Cultural Heritage (Preservation) Act 1994. And no alteration, addition and construction are to be carried out without permission of the advisory committee of cultural heritage, headed by the chief secretary. In the present case no such permission has been taken. 


“It is therefore advised that construction being carried out in the premises of Jinnah Courts be stopped immediately.” 


Responding to Dawn’s queries, Sindh culture secretary Shams Jafrani said that the department had approached the Rangers regarding the issue and the department would evaluate their response when it arrived, to take action accordingly. 


Antiquities dept also takes notice 


The Sindh antiquities department has also taken notice of the reports regarding illegal construction at the Jinnah Courts, and has asked the Karachi Building Control Authority to look into the issue. In its letter to the KBCA chief on the subject of “Breach in heritage laws at Jinnah Courts”, it has asked the official to check on the issue and submit a report. 


The letter says: “A serious breach of Heritage Laws has been reported in the national dailies, [and] the reaction of the masses at the apathy of [the] concerned authorities has also been highly criticised in the media. 


“The KBCA being a watchdog, under the concerned laws, especially in relation to the Heritage Act, is required to have reacted on the news, however, it is believed that [the] existing situation will be examined and [a] detailed report will be made by your authority on [an] urgent basis. If required under the law, warranted necessary action be taken under intimation to this department. The matter may please be assigned due priority.” 


Speaking to Dawn, Sindh Antiquities secretary Kaleem Lashari said that he had asked the KBCA to look into the issue and take necessary action as prescribed by the law. 


He said that after the reports were submitted, the issue would be taken up in the advisory committee – the highest official body to deal with heritage issues – and appropriate action would be instituted against any violator of the heritage act. 


The sources said that this was not the first time that the Pakistan Rangers had violated the heritage act, as in the past the law-enforcement agency had illegally constructed huge multi-storey buildings for its staffers and a relatively small multi-storey building on the protected site without getting the mandatory prior permission from the advisory committee or the KBCA. As no punitive action had been taken, the sources said, the Rangers continued to violate the act.

(By Bhagwandas, Dawn-15, 24/07/2009)

KBCA takes action against illegal constructions

On the directive of Chief Controller of Buildings, Manzoor Kadir, the Karachi Building Control Authority (KBCA) demolition squad got a dilapidated building vacated in the Lines Area and started its demolition action.


The demolition teams also went into action against various illegal constructions in the city and either demolished or sealed them while an advertisement and sale of a private public sale project, Milk Paradise, in Scheme-33 was declared as illegal.


According to details, an illegal building on Plot No 96, 97 and 98 in Lines Area, tilted on one side and on receipt of information, KBCA demolition squad reached the site and got it vacated from people residing there and started its demolition.


In their initial report KBCA experts said that this ground plus three storeyed building was constructed on 40 sq yards by jointing three small plots. It described the building construction defective, sub-standard and in violation of building byelaws as a result of which it tilted on one side under its own weight and any incident could have occurred any time.


Meanwhile, in an operation against illegal constructions, various KBCA teams demolished the third floor columns on Plot No 165, Block-3, PECHS, partition walls of illegal 5th floor on Plot No 168-C, Block-3, PECHS, balconies of 1-4 floors of Plot No 1-A in Roshan Colony.


In Nazimabad, the illegal under-construction 3rd floor on Plot No 4/3, Block 3-F was demolished while an illegal marriage lawn on Plot No 15/5, Block 4-D was sealed and very initial constructions on Plot No A-45 Qureshi Colony were razed.


In Saddar Town, the demolition squad razed the partition walls in car parking space on Plot No BC 17-A, Clifton and demolished the 5th floor partition walls on Plot No SB 1’80 Saddar Bazar and 7th floor columns of Plot No 18RC-11, Ranchore Lane.

(The News-14, 24/07/2009)
Tall claims, little justification

Our seasoned chief minister (CM), who has weathered many political storms and bounced back, has announced that his government will establish a force of 500 people to regain the encroached government lands from the land mafia.


This is indeed an interesting albeit mind-boggling declaration. The CM is concerned about the government lands that have been occupied by rogue land grabbers and rightly wants to get them back. What is perplexing about this statement, however, is the fact that despite the presence of the police, Rangers and other ‘law-enforcing’ agencies, the CM wants to hire 500 people to do this job. Why not just use the existing manpower instead of wasting resources?


Also worth mentioning is the fact that land belonging to the masses has been completely overlooked in this yet-to-be-undertaken endeavour. If the government is unable to protect its own land, how can it protect the citizens of this city?


Meanwhile, the metropolis is abuzz with the promulgation of a new law that will sentence those sending or creating text messages against the President, Prime Minister and other government officials to jail for 14 years. The Federal Investigation Agency (FIA) will decide which one of the millions of text messages is offending. The citizens are not happy and voices of dissent have been around the city. How does the government expect to toe them in line by monitoring messages? These draconian laws are harsher than the Orwellian laws, in which the Big Brother is watching. After all, the worst type of democratic government is better than the military dictatorship. 


Rumour also has it that miracles have ceased to exist, barring our Federal Interior Minister Rahman Malik. His incredulous rise in Pakistani politics is simply astounding and his comments befuddling. His latest measure to eradicate targeted killings by urging the masses to make a video of the assassins on their cellphones in exchange for half a million rupees is hilarious at best. What good is that money when the masses will not get the protection they need after providing such incriminating evidence against a criminal?


And then there is the Karachi Electric Supply Corporation (KESC) that continues to provide less- than-satisfactory services to the consumers who are being made to pay through their nose. Instead of doing its job, the KESC is blaming those who steal power from the main lines. In this regard, a report published a few months ago revealed that only seven per cent of power is actually stolen by the masses. The rest is the handiwork of large industrial units, feudals and political stalwarts, all with the connivance of the KESC employees. Not surprisingly, the KESC is not willing to accept that. If anything, it has urged the Ulemas to issue fatwas against those who steal electricity when the solution, in fact, is really simple – remove the all-too-obvious kundas from the main lines.

(By Jan Khaskheli, The News-20, 29/07/2009)
Institutional encroachments

When Leader of the Opposition Saeed Ghani commented at the City Council session on Wednesday that according to the Sindh Local Government Ordinance (SLGO)-2001, the policies of the city government had to be in accordance with the general policies of the provincial government, city Naib Nazim Nasreen Jalil responded strongly by saying that the provincial government cannot interfere in the matters of the city government, barring a couple of instances.


Later, Jalil revealed at a press conference that there was no mechanism in the SLGO-2001 to deal with upgrading and creating various posts in the CDGK, and the city government had to evolve such dynamics according to SLGO-1979.


This statement is very instructive: the SLGO-2001 is an incomplete document, and one that needs revision and amendment. The problem is that the province finds itself in a situation where the provincial government is dominated by one party, and the local government is the overwhelming domain of another. The power tussle that exists between the two ‘partners’ then translates into legal interpretations which are poles apart. The party that prevails in the higher tiers of government will inevitably force its own perspective on the lower tiers, and hence the city government finds itself at an impasse.


Debating the merits and demerits of the system is perhaps the need of the hour, but more importantly, local governments need to be empowered to decide how the dynamics of the local government, including issues of financial and power devolution, are refined. This is not the work of administrators, but has to be carried out by all stake-holders who are connected to the common folk at the grass-roots level. Instead of shelving the system, even for a little while, these councils need to be taken into confidence regarding any amendments to law.


At another level, any evolving form of the SLGO will prove to be a litmus test for the provincial coalition. If the SLGO cannot be constructed through democratic negotiation, then democracy would be failed by a democratic government, and patron-client relationships that exist, especially in rural Sindh, would be given a new lease of life. Curbing institutional encroachments are perhaps the first step in ensuring that this does not happen, because otherwise, talk of a new social contract, for instance through the new NFC Award, would be redundant and meaningless.

(By Ahmed Yusuf, The News-14, 30/07/2009)
A monkey colony that will be no more


KARACHI: The city will soon loose a unique slum, Bandar Basti (monkey colony), when its inhabitants would be vacated from the area as the Pakistan Railways has started building a compound wall to protect its land from encroachment.


Bandar Basti is a small settlement where a large number of jugglers live with their monkeys since the last several decades.


Located behind the PIDC landmark plaza near Hijrat Colony in Sultanabad and just opposite to the main gate of the Sindh Chief Minister’s House, the colony comprises of about 150 makeshift huts built besides the railway track. 


The gypsy men of this colony take their monkeys in the city every morning to entertain the people and make a living. The women of the colony either sell plastic toys or take care of their children at home. The children of the colony also chip in by washing windowpanes of cars on traffic signals.


But now these slum dwellers would have to move out as labourers have started digging to build a compound wall just parallel to the railway track to protect the Railways land from encroachments, and this slum lies at the location where the wall is being built.


Attired in orange and wearing black bangles, Rani had never thought that a day would come when she would be forced to leave the place where she spent her childhood.


“For this city, we are not even humans...we had never even tried to build a cemented hut, so that someone does not assume that we are occupying land, but several people came here long after we did and now they are claiming to be the owner of the land, and we are asked to vacate it,” she said.


Her sister was combing her wet hair, while in a nearby hut, somebody was listening to a song of legendary Saraiki classical folk singer Pathaney Khan, adding further gloominess to the atmosphere.


Perhaps, the monkeys in the colony had also smelt the coming session of a migration, so rather than taking a nap in the tents, they were up and sitting with their owners.


The residents of this colony are not permanent residents and also do not hail from any one particular place.


There are Hindus gypsies from Sukkur, Sanghar, Nawabshah and Hyderabad in the colony while some Muslim land workers from Rajanpur, Rahimyar Khan, Mithankot and even Rohi are settled here. They all live peacefully and as the elderly Sukhiyo said, religion is not an issue in the colony. 


“We are asked to leave the colony in the next few days, otherwise, we will be forced to vacate it...we have no other option and we will move to some other place, as migration is the fate of every gypsy,” said Sanwal, an elderly of the colony.


He was sad over the recent orders. “No one will come to help us, even you...many come, take pictures and leave, nothing will be done for us, we know,” he added. 


The officials of the Pakistan Railways confirmed that they had asked the slum dwellers to vacate the land. “The land belongs to the Railways and there is a storage facility there where trains parts are kept... we need to extend the facility and therefore asked the slum dwellers to leave,” said Pakistan Railways Divisional Superintendent Mir Muhammad Khaskhali.

(By Amar Guriro, DailyTimes-B1, 31/07/2009)

AUGUST

Encroachments around Denso Hall

Council passes resolution

The City Council on Saturday passed a resolution with majority vote to remove encroachments around heritage building Denso Hall to preserve its historic value and beauty. 


The Council also requested the Sindh Home Department to allow magisterial powers to town municipal officer of Saddar Town to enable him to take necessary steps for removal of encroachments. 


The Denso Hall was built in memory of Max Denso, a prominent resident of the city, who had chaired Karachi Chamber of Commerce and Industry during 1870-71. Made out of Gizri sandstone, Denso Hall was designed by James Stratchen and was built in 1886 in the Market Quarter of the city. 


Leader of the Opposition Saeed Ghani said that the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) has an anti-encroachment cell, and it was strange that the Council was asking for magisterial powers for a particular town officer instead of urging the Home Department to confer it on all the 18 town officers. However, city Naib Nazim Nasreen Jalil said that the Council was only making a recommendation.


Abdul Jalil of treasury benches pointed out that people resisted the move to remove encroachments. Dr Ziauddin of opposition benches said that magisterial powers should be given to all town Nazims. Jalil asked opposition benches to furnish another resolution to give magisterial powers to all towns and the House would support it. 


Jumman Darwan of opposition benches referred to an earlier resolution of the Council to settle the “affecteed” of Hasrat Mohani Colony in Guttar Bagicha, and said that the colony, situated near Pak Colony, was a peaceful colony, and was largely inhabited by migrants from India after partition. 


He said that as a matter of fact, the resolution passed at the Council in previous session was a ploy to grab 481-acres of Guttar Bagicha. He said that the people in Old Golimar brought out rallies on Saturday against the decision.


The Council also passed a resolution unanimously converting amenity plot AKI-IIS12 from a park into a hospital. In yet another resolution, the Council converted the status of plot MB III 1/19 in Swat Colony from an amenity to a residential plot.


The Council also bemoaned at the loss of precious lives in Mithadar, where an old building collapsed on Friday night. Zahid Saeed of opposition benches said that Jalil had earlier promised that she would talk to city Nazim Mustafa Kamal for the release of Rs2.5 million to every town, which he had promised before the budget session. However, Jalil said that the CDGK was facing monetary problems, and funds were not available for that purpose.

(By Shahid Husain, The News-14, 02/08/2009)
Encroachments rise as revival plans hit snags

An inordinate delay to revive the Karachi Circular Railway (KCR) has started facilitating a surge of encroachment along the tracks of the KCR in the hope of creating a stake in an imminent relocation of the settlements as per the much-awaited Resettlement Action Plan, sources told The News.


As Karachi Urban Transport Company (KUTC), being the proponent of KCR project has been given a go ahead after hearing the public comments on its Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) report. However, the KUTC has yet to finalise its Resettlement Action Plan (RAP) to start clearing out the KCR’s right of way. 


According to the KCR EIA report, revival of KCR project will directly affect 36,000 to 42,000 people in terms of resettlement and relocation. This is to be undertaken by KUTC as per the Land Acquisition Act of 1894, but the delayed process raised fears of swelling settlement. 


Residents of slum-like neighbourhoods, along the main railway tracks within the proximity of Baloch Colony, say the fear of relocation of households also casts its effect on construction and property sale and rent. “Surely some of the residents are simply raising their stake by grabbing more land here and there,” says a retired railway man. 


As per the project’s blueprint in circulation, the total length of the KCR is approximately 50 km, including 30 km of circular section, 14 km of Pakistan Railways’ main railroad and the proposed 6 km extension connecting Drigh Road to Jinnah Terminal. 


The KCR officials say this new section of KCR route as proposed for airport link covers a number of structures, which need to be removed and occupancy requires appropriate considerations for relocation. The track entering Jinnah International Airport premises is said to be least encroached upon KCR site. 


A survey conducted by Urban Resource Centre (URC) in 2005 reveals that the 72 per cent of the area on either side of the KCR tracks is occupied by commercial plazas, multi-storied residential apartments, bungalows, institutional buildings, shopping centres, factories, warehouses and petrol pumps. 


The remaining 28 per cent of the area on either side of the KCR tracks is occupied by low-income settlements and Katchi Abadis. Along the mainline from City to Landhi stations, the built-up areas are at an average distance of about 20 to 60 feet from the tracks. Along the circular tracks the distance is from 15 to 40 feet. 


According to KUTC officials, the study for the required RAP of the KCR project is a prerequisite for Japan International Cooperation Agency’s consideration of the loan in accordance with its guidelines for confirmation of environmental and social consideration. This prerequisite also needs to be in line with the existing environmental laws. 


The KCR officials are working out the satellite imaging technologies to determine the exact settlements that come to the right of way or the distance from the tracks to the built-up area. “We have started working on RAP to expedite the long over-due take-off, but it will take its due course,” says a top railway official.


Civil society activists say KCR has so far been advertised without labeling a unified right of way, which they deem as prime source of problem as far as an inevitable resettlement is concerned. They demand standard demarcation of the right of way as double standards with regard to varying length of the right of way would create more problems.


“Global image systems and map digitising techniques were employed to count the numbers of squatter settlements along the KCR route existing on the railway land,” says the EIA report. “It was estimated that above 6,000 household are settled as encroachers.”


Rana Sadiq of All Pakistan Alliance for Katchi Abadis, who has been voluntarily collaborating with URC on details of the KCR project, says if the survey conducted and reported by the divisional superintendent of Pakistan Railway Karachi in 2003 is any lead, then the estimated number of would-be-affected houses will be more than 15,000.


Citing a survey conducted by Citizens’ Forum on KCR, Sadiq said the appropriate distance from the tracks to the built-up area should be between 25 and 30 feet. “We need to know the exact range of the right of way followed by census of the houses to be affected by the KCR project,” he maintains.

(By Asadullah, The News-19, 04/08/2009)
School vacated for mausoleum expansion

The City District Government Karachi (CDGK) Elementary Local Bodies Boys and Girls Primary School RS17, located next to the Alam Shah Bukari mausoleum on M.A Jinnah Road (Union Council-5, Saddar Town), has been closed down temporarily to give way to expansion work at the mausoleum and the mosque. Work at the mausoleum was launched during the school’s summer break.


There were reports that the mausoleum’s management was trying to encroach the land which belongs to the school. Sources said that people from the mausoleum visited the school’s officials and asked for permission to demolish the wall which separated the two plots, so that they could store construction material within the school’s premises. They, however, did not honour the agreement to reconstruct the wall before the end of summer vacations. Instead, the mausoleum management reportedly approached the Auqaf Department and shared their plans to expand the mausoleum, sources said.


The Auqaf minister and administrator have, however, given the surety that the project will be completed on time and schooling will resume on the campus adjacent to the mausoleum.


As per the agreement between the authorities concerned, the mausoleum’s management will give a new building for the school within three to four months. The school will use the first floor of the new building, while the ground floor will be used by the mausoleum management for a Langer Khana (charity food centre) and as an extended praying area, sources said.


There were only five to six rooms in the old school building, while the institution will have eight to 10 rooms in the new structure. These rooms will also be bigger in size. There is a possibility that the school’s management will apply for lower secondary or secondary school registration as well, sources said.


The school is sandwiched between the Eidgah Jama Masjid (Central Mosque) and the mausoleum, which lies adjacent to the tombs of the Nishtar Park blast victims. Students and teachers used the main gate of the central mosque to enter the school premises.


The contractor for the mausoleum project said that work will be completed before Eidul Azha and schooling in the new building will resume after Eid vacations.


However, the transfer of the school was not easy, authorities told The News. Earlier, students and teachers were directed to report at an Elementary School in Rat’an Talaab, Saddar, and only a few students along with four teachers and the school principal reported there. The parents of the students lodged a complaint, saying that Rat’an Talaab was far from their houses, and it was difficult for children to cross the roads during business hours.


In response, the Saddar Town education department shifted the school staff to the CDGK Elementary in Usmanabad (RS20/21), where they have stayed till date.

(By Zeeshan Azmat, The News-13, 20/08/2009)
KBCA court, police to minimise illegal construction

The Karachi Building Control Authority (KBCA) is all set to have a special court and police stations, all of which will become operational within a month. These, according to KBCA Chief Controller of Buildings Manzoor Kadir, will minimise illegal constructions by around 80 per cent.


“Work on the court near the KBCA building is going to start soon. Tenders for this project have already been issued. Work on the police station is already under way,” Kadir said.


The KBCA had approached the Sindh government regarding a separate court and a police station for the Authority to check unabated, unauthorised and illegal constructions in the city, Kadir said. He added that the government has also authorised the Authority to register FIRs against violators of Building byelaws and Challan them for prosecution in the special KBCA court.


Kadir said that he had suggested amendments in the Sindh Building Control Ordinance to enhance penalties by amending Section 19. The current penalty is six months of imprisonment and a fine of Rs5,000. This, Kadir said, should be changed to 10years of imprisonment and a fine of Rs2 million. He added that KBCA officers should have magisterial powers for in order to be able to control growing illegal construction.


He said the proposed amendments in the Sindh Building Control Ordinance are now with the Law Department and will be tabled before the Sindh Asembly in the form of a Bill. He admitted, however, that the KBCA will not be able to check illegal constructions too much due to the pace at which Karachi was expanding.


He said that in the recommendations that he sent to the provincial government, he had made it clear that in order to check illegal construction activities, the utilities will not provide connections to these place unless the builder produces the completion certificate, while leasing authorities would not sublease the building either, without the production of the completion certificate.


He pointed out that in a decision given on a petition filed by the KBCA, the Court had made it binding for the police that the moment they receive a letter from the KBCA regarding an illegal construction, it will be the responsibility of the police to not allow the construction to continue.


“In this entire scenario, the KBCA cannot resort to dishonesty because our role is minimal. The major role is that of the utilities and the registrars,” Kadiq said.


He further said that the building which collapsed recently in Liaquatabad had not been occupied. It was approved for ground-plus-two floors, but builder had constructed four floors. Likewise, the plan for the building which collapsed in Mithadar had been approved for ground-plus-two floors in 1973, but the owner constructed five floors. 

(The News-14, 24/08/2009)
SEPTEMBER

Removal of Gutter Baghicha encroachments demanded

KARACHI: The Sindh National Party chief Ameer Bhanbhro has condemned encroachments on Gutter Baghicha and demanded political parties and people of the city to raise their voice against this illegal act.


According to a press release on Monday the party chairman said this while talking to a delegation of Trans Lyari Bachao Tehreek that called on him at the central office of SNP. Bhanbhro said that Baghiha is under encroachment in violation of the court orders. He said it seems that the government has lost its writ completely in the city, and has adopted silence on the issue due to some compulsions. The people of the area struggle at their own to protect 480 acres of land, the Baghicha, he added.


He said that inhabitants of the Trans Lyari had always given votes for the ruling PPP’s representatives but the government has ignored them after the assassination of Benazir Bhutto. According to him those involved in encroaching the Gutter Baghicha have planned to construct buildings at the encroached land. However, he added, the utilising land is reserved for parks and amenity plots are strictly restrained under the law.

(DailyTimes-B1, 29/09/2009)

NOVEMBER 

Anti-encroachment drive spurs riots at Teen Hatti
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KARACHI: Riots erupted at Jahangir Road after a joint-team of the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) and Sindh Auqaf and Revenue departments launched an anti-encroachment drive at Teen Hatti in Jamshed Town on Saturday afternoon. During the riots, angry protesters torched a dumper of CDGK, damaged two cars and pelted passing vehicles with stones, suspending traffic for hours. A heavy contingent of law enforcers had been called to the scene to ease the tense situation and remove the encroachments surrounding the shrine of Baba Noori Shah. CDGK officials said when the joint-team reached the shrine to remove the encroachments around it, encroachers started creating a law and order situation. They said that around 75 percent of encroachments were removed. Police officials said that they arrested some nine troublemakers following the rioting and added that no case had been registered so far. In a similar incident, a police constable of Sohrab Goth police station was wounded when armed men opened fire at a police party that tried to evacuate a occupied land in Teachers Housing Society on Sindh High Court’s orders in Scheme 33 within the limits of Sohrab Goth police station. Police officials said that some 50-armed men opened fire on the police and also pelted them with stones. Resultantly, a police constable Mohammad sustained a bullet injury while DSP Iftikhar Lodhi was also injured by pelting of stones. The injured police constable was rushed the to Abbasi Shaheed Hospital where his condition was stated to be out of danger. Later, the police took both the parties involved in dispute of land to Sohrab Goth police station where negotiations between them were underway. Till the filing of this report, no FIR had been lodged, while officially, no arrests had been made by the police in connection with the attack on them.

(DailyTimes-B1, 01/11/2009)

Anti-encroachment activist shot dead in Karachi

KARACHI, Nov 7: Nisar Baloch, an intrepid social and political activist of trans-Lyari area, was gunned down in the Pakistan Quarters area on Saturday. 

He had been vigorously campaigning against encroachments on the prime land of Gutter Baghicha, repeatedly pointing an accusing finger at several influential persons for their involvement in the scam. 


The 45-year-old activist was intercepted and targeted on the Pak Colony bridge by at least three gunmen riding two motorbikes, police said.  He had addressed a press conference on Friday at the Karachi Press Club demanding that the Chief Justice of Pakistan take notice of the encroachments on parks and amenity plots allegedly by political groups in the coalition government. 


“At around 10.15am, he was riding over the Pak Colony bridge, when he was first forced to stop the motorcycle by another motorcyclist,” said Inspector Irfan Meo, SHO of the Soldier Bazaar police station. “As he slowed down, another motorcyclist carrying two gunmen came close and fired multiple shots at the victim.” 


Though the indiscriminate firing also hit two passers-by, 35-year-old Farooq Abdullah and 40-year-old Muhammad Yousuf, Nisar was wounded critically. He, however, kept riding the motorbike till he finally fell down on the edge of the bridge. 


“He was rushed to the Civil Hospital Karachi by the people around, but he died before reaching the health facility,” said Inspector Meo. “The attackers used TT pistols and were riding 125cc and 70cc motorbikes, as we were told by some eyewitnesses. A few casings of spent bullets were also found at the crime-scene.” 


Doctors at the medico-legal section of the Civil Hospital Karachi found four bullets – two each in the face and the head – that hit Nisar Baloch. They said the wounds suggested that the victim was fired upon from a very close range. 

The daylight murder of Nisar Baloch sparked anger and grief in his residential area, Old Golimar, and adjoining neighbourhoods, where he was respected for his social services. From campaigns against encroachment to setting up educational institutions, including computer training centres in poor neighbourhoods, Nisar had been actively engaged in bringing mainly issues of the trans-Lyari area in the limelight for more than two decades. 

“It was Nisar’s campaign that forced the authorities in 2001 to cancel the allotments of the 10-acre piece of Gutter Baghicha, manoeuvred by a few officers of the KMC in 1993 for a cooperative housing society,” said Nasir Karim Baloch, his close aide. He was a household name mainly in Baloch-populated area of the city and was heading the Karachi-based Baloch Rights Council. 


Nisar, who resigned as a government schoolteacher in the early 1980s, started campaigning in partnership with different non-government organisations to set up schools and literacy centres. Dozens of such facilities were set up mainly in the Lyari, Pak Colony and Old Golimar areas. 


He was jailed some eight years back without any charges and kept detained in the Malir prison for several days allegedly by the then senior bureaucrats for exposing their alleged roles in the encroachment on the government land. Recently he recharged his campaign against political parties in the coalition government for their alleged illegal activities on amenity plots. 


“He addressed a press conference only yesterday (Friday) on the same issue,” said Ahmed Nawaz, one of Nisar’s friends. “He appealed to the chief justice to take suo motu notice of this issue. He was under persistent life threat and met the violent end today many had been fearing for long.” 


The Soldier Bazaar police station meanwhile registered a case (FIR 331/2009) under Sections 302 (premeditated murder), 324 (attempt to commit qatl-i-amd) and 34 (with common intention) of the Pakistan Penal Code against unknown attackers on the complaint of his paternal cousin. 

Nisar Baloch left a widow and a two-year-old son. 
(By Imran Ayub, Dawn-13, 07/11/2009)

Anti-encroachment campaigner gunned down


KARACHI: The chairman of the Karachi NGOs’ Alliance, Nisar Hussain Baloch, who was also the president of the Gutter Baghicha Bachao Tehreek (GBBT), was shot dead by unidentified suspects at Love Line Bridge, within the limits of Soldier Bazaar police station on Saturday.


Baloch, 40, who raised his voice for the 480 acres of Gutter Baghicha land was gunned down around 10:10 am, while he left his house on his motorbike, to by a newspaper. He was near Old Golimar Bridge, which is now known as Love Line Bridge, when unidentified motorcyclists intercepted him and opened indiscriminate fire. He hit by four bullets, however, he managed to get off the bridge on his motorcycle before falling down at the Garden Road area. 

The police reached the scene and later, Edhi rescuers shifted Baloch to the Civil Hospital, Karachi (CHK) where he succumbed to his injuries. 


Police officials said that the attackers used 9mm pistols in the assassination and they escaped from the scene. 
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The police said Baloch was amongst the staunch opponents of illegal encroachments on Gutter Baghicha land, and as a result, was in the land grabbers’ bad books, allegedly backed by an influential political outfit of the city. Two passers-by named Yousuf, 40, and Tariq, 31, also sustained injuries during the incident and were also shifted to CHK for treatment where their condition was said to be stable.


Baloch had addressed a press conference at Karachi Press Club, just a day before he was killed, against the occupation Gutter Baghicha land and had accused a political party of backing illegal encroachments on the land.


An FIR has been registered under Sections 302 and 324 against unidentified suspects on behalf of the deceased’s brother Nooruddin, who said the revelations made by Baloch’s during the press conference were threatening for his opponents, as he had mentioned their names in public.


After Baloch’s death, most of Old Golimar and Pak Colony were shut down in protest. Groups of people gathered and took out rallies against the murder and the police had to be called to control the situation. On the other hand, business activities came to a complete halt and roads were blocked from Old Golimar to Bada Board area. 


Baloch was associated with several NGOs as a social worker, and was a schoolteacher by profession. He started his social career by establishing a street school ‘Aap Ka Madrassa’ in 1976, where he provided free education to children and adults.


Later, in 1986, he established the Baloch Promotive Computer and English Language Centre in Old Golimar for the youth of the area, from where thousands of people have achieved IT degrees. Similarly, he had been involved in providing several educational and sports activities for the people of his area.


Apart from educational activities, he played a vital role in serving the old settlers of the city. 


Currently, Baloch was campaigning against the land mafia for grabbing the real state land of Tran-Lyari Park (Gutter Baghicha) located in Site Town on the platform of the Gutter Baghicha Bachao Tehreek, Shehri and Karachi NGOs’ Alliance for many years. In this regard, he had launched several agitation campaigns and struggled for the welfare of the people of the area. 


Nasir Kareem Baloch, an former chairman of the Baloch Rights Council, strongly condemned his murder and expressed his dissatisfaction over the performance of the law enforcers and the government. He said Baloch’s murder proves that the land mafia in Karachi has become really influential. He said Baloch had launched the struggle for social rights; he was not involved in any political cause.


He said that the attackers were on three motorbikes; one man intercepted his bike, the second fired at him and the third man was there for backup. He said the Sindh governor, city nazim and SITE Town Nazim Izharuddin should request the police to nominate the names of those people in the FIR who were mentioned in the press conference. He said out of 480 acres of land, 100 acres have been occupied and out of that, almost 60 percent by the Muttahida Qaumi Movement. Some cases including firing at MQM’s leader Haider Abbasi Rizvi were also registered against Baloch. 

He further said Baloch was also associated with the Pakistan People’s Party but none of the party’s leaders arrived for condolence.


The deceased was married ten years ago and had adopted a son, who is now two years old. His funeral prayers were offered near Gutter Baghicha and he was laid to rest at Mewashah graveyard.

(By Faraz Khan, DailyTimes-B1, 08/11/2009)

Encroachers run amok

THE ‘land mafia’ — an umbrella term for a host of criminal elements thriving off the occupation and illegal sale of land — appears to be unstoppable in Karachi. A recent show of strength saw a crowd of close to 500 men, women and children attack a police party trying to vacate a piece of land in Gulshan-i-Maymar as per a court order. That the criminals have begun to use women and children to forward their aims is deplorable. The protesters hurled rocks at the police while some resorted to aerial firing. Two policemen were injured in the melee. Interestingly, flags of a political party were hoisted around the encroached land. This incident follows on the heels of the daylight murder of social activist Nisar Baloch, an ardent campaigner against the illegal occupation of Gutter Baghicha. 


Land-grabbers are getting more brazen by the day and are audaciously challenging the writ of the state. Their modus operandi usually works thus: state or private land is occupied and soon enough the land is parcelled out and sold or illegal commercial structures are built on it. As for the encroachers’ increasing tendency towards violence, Sindh’s senior minister believes that the land mafia was behind at least one spate of killings in the metropolis. It appears that a law and order problem has been politicised. Encroachers are known to use political connections to cover up their activities. It is true that the poor have an equal if not greater right to safe and affordable housing while decades-old villages on the outskirts of Karachi cannot be demolished arbitrarily. But something more sinister appears to be at work here. Through the politicisation of the problem and the state’s abdication of its responsibilities, honest citizens are being deprived of the right to own property, while the land-grabbers laugh all the way to the bank.

(Dawn-7, 20/11/2009)
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Encroachers dwelling on 45-acre plot

CDGK’s land for intercity bus terminal occupied


KARACHI: Encroachers have established spatial settlements on a 45-acre plot of land, which the City District Government Karachi had specified for the establishment of an intercity bus terminal. The land is located at the Super Highway some 9 km to Sohrab Goth in the vicinity of Deh Bitti Amri, Scheme 33. The CDGK had been allotted the land in 1995 and it was planned that the intercity bus terminal would be completed by 2000.


Shortly after the allotment, a 15-acre piece of the total of 45-acre plot was encroached and the CDGK had to delay the implementation of the plan, awaiting removal of the encroachers. However, the delay caused another 15-acre land loss to the CDGK and eviction became more cumbersome, gradually resulting in a total loss of land at the hands of the encroachers.


The encroachers established Faqeera Goth named after the leader of the residents of the encroached 15-acre land, Faqeer Muhammad, alias Faqeera, and the other encroacher has established Aaka Khail Basti on another 15 acres. Since both these illegal settlements have been established as ethnic communities, they pose a serious threat to law in case of any action against them by the CDGK, making it impossible for the retrieval of the land, the remaining 15-acre of which has been converted into a park and a graveyard.


Moreover, the Sindh government has also expressed its compulsion to recover the occupied land, saying that these settlements could not be removed on the pretext of untoward law and order situation on ethnic grounds.


However, Sindh chief secretary (CS) had asked the Karachi District Coordination Officer (DCO) Muhammad Javed Hanif Khan in a meeting to write a request to member Land Utilisation, Sindh Board of Revenue (BoR) Subhan Memon for the allotment of appropriate land as a replacement to the occupied land, after the identification of available land on Super Highway.


On the other hand, Memon suggested the DCO to write on behalf of the CDGK to Sindh chief minister so as to avoid any complication. Responding to the suggestion, the CS asked the DCO to submit a request to him so that he could issue necessary directives for the allotment of land in favour of the CDGK.


Meanwhile, a meeting that was held on Oct 12, 2009 and was convened by Sindh secretary transport to discuss certain issues pertaining to human rights, transport, encroachment of land and environmental pollution, had plainly refused to recover the occupied land and had decided that the CDGK would be given another land of equal size as a replacement.


A well-placed CDGK officer, under the condition of anonymity, told Daily Times that the Sindh government should establish its writ and the encroachers should be evicted rather than proposing the CDGK to accept a replacement.


The officer added that City Nazim Mustafa Kamal had visited the encroached site and had appealed to the occupants to relinquish the possession peacefully so that a much-needed intercity bus terminal could be established on the land, as had been the original plan.


Kamal had also said the establishment of the intercity bus terminal at the city’s outskirt would help control smoke pollution while traffic gridlocks would also be reduced.


However, the encroacher Faqeera tried to create a law and order situation and so the dialogue remained unsuccessful, claimed the officer.


Nonetheless, the CDGK has yet to get land replacement from the Sindh BoR due to delay in correspondence between the CDGK and the CS. The CS could only issue necessary directives after the concerned departments have completed their work, such as the identification of land, whose responsibility lies with the CDGK Executive District Officer (EDO) Revenue.


Daily Times has learned that a CDGK delegation comprising EDO Transport and Communication Department, District Officer and EDO Revenue would visit Super Highway on Monday for the identification of appropriate land for the intercity bus terminal.

(By Irfan Aligi, DailyTimes-B1, 06/12/2009)

‘Webb Ground’ judgment gives new hope

On 18 December 2009, the Supreme Court of Pakistan gave a historic judgment and ordered Army Welfare Trust & House of Habib to clear out of 4.958 acre playground which they have unlawfully encroached to build a hypermarket - Marko in the Saddar area. How did this state of affairs come about?


In 1938, the 5-acre ‘Webb Ground’ in Lines Area was leased by the cantonment/army authorities to the Karachi Grammar School for a ‘recreation ground’ for sports activities; it was also used by the children of the area as a playground.


In the late 1970s, most of Lines Area was transferred to the City Government by the cantonment/army, and a master-plan prepared showing ‘Webb Ground’ as a playground.


On 19 December 2002, the Webb Ground plot, which had earlier been illegally ‘commercialised’ by the Ministry of Defence was leased-out for 90 years to the Army Welfare Trust (AWT), a military-business (“Milbus”) NGO, at a throwaway price of Rs 6,020 for the whole 4.958 acre (24,000 square yard), which comes to about 25 paisas per square yards. 


On 7 July 2006, the plot was sub-leased by the AWT for an initial period of 30 years to Makro-Habib, for the establishment of a ‘Cash & Carry’ departmental store, at the rate of Rs 17.5 million annually with an advance of 100 million. The partners in crime were SHV Holdings NV Netherlands, House of Habib and Army Welfare Trust. SHV Holdings have now pulled out of a number of countries in Asia including Pakistan. However at the time of construction and the commissioning of this crime, this multinational cowboy knew of the willful encroachment of the playground.


On August 2007, an area resident filed a ‘Public Interest Litigation’ case in the High Court of Sindh and asked for re-instatement of the playground/amenity plot. 


On 22 August 2007, the Court issued a ‘status quo’ order (no further construction to be carried out), however, in defiance of this order, Makro-Habib continued construction.


The highly paid legal team of Marko-Habib had the case dismissed ex-parte in the Sindh High Court using legal chicanery because of the turmoil caused by the PCO judges.


When the judges were restored, the Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, Justice Iftikhar Mohammad Chaudhry took suo motu notice of this case. 


On 18 December 2009, the historic judgment of the Supreme Court ordered;


(i) The cancellation of AWT lease, and the subsequent sub-lease to Makro-Habib.


(ii) Declared Webb Ground as a playground, and reverted it back to CDGK.


(iii) CDGK to develop it as a proper playground.


(iv) Makro-Habib to vacate the ground within three months.


In Pakistan the rich and powerful are beyond the law, and can loot and plunder at will. The citizens of Pakistan should be grateful that we now have courageous judges who consider the rule of law stronger than the influence of the powerful, corrupt and rich elite of Pakistan.

(The News-17, 26/12/2009)
Illegal construction

IT is never too late to right a wrong. But the longer the delay, the more difficult the challenge. With the process of demolition of high-rises under way across Lahore, local residents are discovering what havoc official apathy and corruption can wreak on the cityscape and civic life. As 39 more demolition notices are issued by the authorities, civic problems are bound to get worse. The demolition, being carried out on the orders of the Supreme Court, has blocked many roads at important junctions sometimes resulting in massive traffic jams. The process of demolition remains risky for those passing by buildings being pulled down and others living and working next to them. Also, thousands of individuals who had purchased flats, shops and office blocks in the buildings that the court declared were built in violation of the rules wonder if they will ever get their money back. No doubt justice is being done. But it is not only the guilty who will feel its effects. 


To put the process on the right track, the courts and government should take prompt action against those officials of the development authority who allowed illegal construction to take place. An official inquiry into their alleged wrongdoings is moving at a snail’s pace mainly because of the involvement of the authority’s bigwigs it is said. The guilty officers should not only pay for their inefficiency and corruption they should also be taken to task for the inconvenience that the illegal structures and now their demolition is causing to the public. Taking action against the construction mafia is a giant step towards ensuring that rules are not violated again. But the objective will only be partially accomplished if the mafia’s official supporters get away with their misdeeds.

(Dawn-7, 27/12/2009)

A diehard blaze at Bolton Market

KARACHI: Despite the passage of several hours, a large number of firefighters on Tuesday were unable to control the raging blaze in Bolton Market, the country’s biggest wholesale market, which was torched by enraged people after the suicide blast on a Muharram procession on Monday.


Arson attacks completely gutted around 3,000 shops, godowns and offices in the business locality of the metropolis.


Fire brigade officials said the inferno at Bolton Market was brought under control after continuous efforts but it restarted after some moments.


Chief Fire Officer Ehtishamuddin Siddiqui said people were attacking everyone and fire tenders and firefighters were also not spared. He said the blaze in the wholesale market was almost put out, but due to the congested area, a large crowd, smoke clouds, suffocation and presence of combustible chemicals in the shops, the fire could not be extinguished completely. “Nothing can be said about the time it would take to douse the fire,” he added.
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The traders have suffered losses up worth billions while thick clouds of smoke could still be seen hovering over the markets from miles away. Parts of some buildings have also collapsed due to the intense fire and low-intensity explosions were also being heard due to combustible chemicals at some shops.


All the city’s fire tenders from CDGK, KPT, DHA and Navy were called at the scene and following the shortage of fire brigades, more vehicles were called in from Hyderabad city to participate in the rescue work.


City Nazim Mustafa Kamal told the media that firefighters had extinguished 99 percent of the blaze, but due to the inflammable material stored in shops the fire reignited again.


Security personnel were trying to keep people off the affected sites, as following the fire at Bolton Market, thousands of people gathered on the scene to witness the deadly blaze causing difficulties in the rescue operation.


According to reports, the miscreants had used inflammable material to rapidly spread the fire; making it the second such incident as such chemicals were used in the April 9, 2008 incident, in which many people were burnt alive in Tahir Plaza.

(DailyTimes-B1, 30/12/2009)

