Computerisation of birth, death, marriage & divorce certificates

City Council okays pact with Nadra
KARACHI, July 14: The City Council, which met here on Saturday, adopted a unanimous resolution authorizing City Nazim Syed Mustafa Kamal to sign an agreement with the National Database Registration Authority (Nadra) on a computerized system of birth, death, marriage and divorce record for the city.


The system, named the Civil Registration Management System (CRMS), will cover all 178 union councils of the metropolis. Under the new system, a newborn will also get his National Identity Card number.


A Nadra official was invited by the Convener of the City Council, Nasreen Jalil, to explain the CRMS to the members.

He informed the house that the system had already been introduced in the Punjab province. There would be 18 Nadra inspectors — one for each town — to be deputed to supervise the system.


The convener’s announcement about the introduction of the CRMS resulted in a heated debate in the house with the treasury benches supporting the idea and the opposition members expressing their concerns. However, the debate ended in a rare unanimity of views.


The opposition members led by Rafiq Ahmed of the Al-Khidmat Group suggested that computerized registration of data should be offered free of charge, maintaining that the fee of Rs50 per case proposed by Nadra would be an unnecessary burden on most people.


Treasury members led by Asif Siddiqui and Masood Mehmood of the Haq Parast Group argued that the enforcement of the system was in the best interest of citizens as it would facilitate acquisition of the basic legal documents at the initial stage.


Earlier, resolutions were moved to condole the death of many security personnel in a suicide bombing incident in Miramshah on Saturday. The house offered fateha for the victims of the Lyari gang war.


The resolution on the increase in plot ratio and reclassification of plot Nos. D-106, D-108, D-111 and D-114 in Block 4, Scheme 5, Clifton and land utilization could not be taken up during the day’s proceedings. The item on the agenda for three consecutive sittings of the house was again put off to the next session.

The house will now meet on July 18.

(By Latif Baloch, Dawn-17, 15/07/2007)

Automated birth/death certificates for city


KARACHI: The treasury members in the City Council, by a majority vote, adopted a resolution which will allow City Nazim Syed Mustafa Kamal to sign an agreement with Nadra to implement the Civil Registration Management System (CRMS) in the city on behalf of 178 union councils.


The Opposition did not take part in the counting of the resolution because they objected to the proposed Nadra fee structure and demanded the government withdraw this new ‘tax’ for poor citizens.


Nadra designed software CRMS which will issue computerized birth, death, marriage and divorce certificates and maintain a national database. The computerized certificates will be issued at the union council level and it has been implemented all over the country except in Karachi.


The resolution was tabled by Muhammad Iftikhar Alam from the treasury benches. After the agreement with Nadra is signed, Nadra will provide technical assistance and training to UC secretaries, the software, secure printing paper and it will depute one supervisor to each town to synchronize the records with Nadra’s and the city government’s databases.


Members of the Opposition benches objected to the fee proposed by Nadra for its services. The fee structure proposed was: Rs 50 for each birth, death and divorce certificate and Rs 20 on each nikkahnama. 

They demanded that Nadra’s fee structure be withdrawn because they are providing services and the union council staff is the one that has to carry out all the documentation procedures.


As the proceedings started, convener City Naib Nazim Nasreen Jalil, chairing the session, allowed two resolutions: one to condole the deaths of innocent people in Lyari and another on the unsatisfactory law and order situation in the NWFP. Opposition members from Lyari Town demanded that the law and order situation in their town be highlighted.

At the start of the debate, Abdul Razzaq said that the law and order situation in Lyari has been like this for many months because the government is not taking any measures to control the gang war. “The provincial government has completely failed to maintain law and order and is supporting people that sabotage normal life in the area,” he claimed. 


Asif Siddiq, leader of the House, said that some influential political party members support the gang war in Lyari because the overall law and order situation in the city is satisfactory. He also drew peoples’ attention to the situation in the NWFP, where hundreds of people have been killed in the last six months in suicide attacks. This remark resulted in Opposition members standing up and making some noise.


Nasreen Jalil tried to calm down the aggravated members but failed. She then stopped the debate over those resolutions and asked officials to move the Nadra resolution. She also called Nadra CRMS Project Manager Khalid Waheed to present a detailed briefing to the members of the House.

In the question and answer session with Waheed, members from both benches supported the new system but were unhappy with the fee structure. Masood Mehmood suggested that a uniform policy on the fee structure be adopted which should be less than Rs 100 in total.


Asif Siddiqi appreciated the new system saying that it will benefit citizens and properly maintain records. Muhammad Islam, from the Opposition benches, proposed that the resolution should be suspended and he asked the convener to form a committee that will be responsible for defining an appropriate fee structure.


Imran of the treasury benches said that the fixed rates of Rs 50 and Rs 20 for Nadra should be converted into a percentage instead, which, he added, will be better for the citizens.


Another treasury bench member, Waqar Hussain, said that this system will eliminate some of the social problems such as dual marriages and multiple birth and death certificates that can be used for fraud. He also suggested that Nadra provide staff to run the CRMS in the union councils rather than collect a fee on each certificate.


Abdul Jalil, on the same bench, said that the system will help control the influx of illegal immigrants, the census of a particular population in each union council and will also allow the allocation of resources based on better population information.


Rafiq Ahmed, leader of the Al-Khidmat Group, asked the government to withdraw Nadra’s fee since this is a service. Abdul Razzaq Sanghlani, from the Opposition benches, suggested that Nadra should offer financial aid to children until they’re five years old instead of taking Rs 50 for each name on a birth certificate. 


Nasreen Jalil interrupted the debate and said that the CRMS has been implemented all over the country and it should be implemented in Karachi without any further delay. She then asked that the resolution be counted and not a single member from the Opposition benches participated.


The resolution was unanimously adopted and allowed City Nazim Syed Mustafa Kamal to sign the agreement with Nadra, which will happen soon. The session was adjourned till July 18.

(By Jamil Khan, Daily Times-B1, 15/07/2007)

City Council approves Nadra-sponsored scheme

The City Council approved on Saturday a proposed scheme for issuing computerised birth, death, marriage, and divorce registration certificates under an arrangement with the National Database and Registration Authority (Nadra), authorising the City Nazim to sign an agreement for further materialising the scheme. 


During the session, the council adopted a resolution to this affect through majority vote, authorising the City Nazim to ink an agreement with the Nadra on behalf of the union councils of the metropolis so that the system of issuing computerised registration certificates could be implemented in the city at once. City Naib Nazim Nasreen Jalil chaired the session.


However, opposition benches expressed their strong reservations over the proposed system, saying that issuing birth, death, and other registration certificates was solely the prerogative of union councils so the concerned councillors and UC Nazims should be involved and taken into confidence before launching this scheme. The opposition members did not take part in the voting for the resolution pertaining to the proposed scheme.


Rafiq Ahmad, leader of the Al-Khidmat opposition group, told The News that opposition benches did not give their assent to the resolution as they feared that the new Nadra-sponsored system of issuing registration certificates would cause undue financial burden on a large number of under-privileged and destitute population of the city.

He said that under the new system issuance of each registration certificate would cost the citizens at least Rs 50 as Nadra service charges in addition to the registration fee to be charged by the union council concerned. 


He said that under the existing system a number of UC Nazims had been issuing such certificates free of cost keeping in view the financial constraints of the population dwelling in their respective jurisdictions. But after the adoption of Nadra-sponsored system it would not be possible for the union council Nazims to continue with this much essential public service, he added. 


Rafiq Ahmad said that though the introduction of Nadra-backed system would streamline the issuance of computerized registration certificates, “we could not give our assent to it unless the higher service charges proposed for Nadra are reduced in order to duly safeguard the public interest”. 


Under the proposed system the concerned staff of union councils would be imparted technical, database, and computer training by the Nadra for issuing the registration certificates. The sponsors of the resolution said that the proposed system of issuing computerised registration certificates was being implemented all over the country with the support and backing of Nadra and it was in the best interest of citizens. 


Earlier, the City Council took into consideration an opposition-moved resolution that expressed deep concern over the deteriorating law and order situation in Lyari Town, which is also infested with the activities of notorious and rival criminal gangs.


Another treasury-sponsored resolution pertaining to the law and order situation and violent activities of terrorists in the NWFP and its adjoining Federally Administered Tribal Areas was also put to debate in the house.

(The News-14, 15/07/2007)
Consumers and the market discipline

As the harvesting of three main kharif crops — sugar cane, cotton and rice — draws closer, it begins to unravel the conflict of interest between growers and the industry. And somehow, the ultimate victims of this conflict are the consumers who end up paying higher prices and suffer from scarcity of essential items like sugar, flour and vegetable ghee.


The main players in the industrial sector are sugar factories, textile mills and traders who want sugar cane, cotton and rice respectively, at the lowest possible price. With the change in political and market environment growers too, particularly in Central Punjab, have much better access to bank credit and have developed a holding capacity that can withstand pressures of the urban-based trade and industry. But the poor consumer does not have any lobby.

The government's explanation for back-breaking prices is that, `excessive liquidity and rising commodity prices are a global phenomenon'' . A senior official in the state-run National Bank of Pakistan explains that Pakistan cannot remain immune from this global trend.. But then how come India maintains a manageable inflation along with a high growth rate? China, by and large, also remains immune from high inflationary trends. Saudi Arabia and UAE have maintained stable prices of a selected list of large number of essential items for last more than two decades. No plausible answer is available on these questions from anyone in the government.


In the last five years, the conflict of interests between growers and industry has not been handled in a prudent way, often creating wide fluctuations in prices of essential commodities. The consumer has been left at the mercy of an undisciplined market.


More vulnerable are the low income groups living on the lowest fixed income that is Rs4,600 a month. Imagine the plight of a primary school teacher, a peon, a clerk in a private or government office or other low grade employees who have to pay Rs80 on a kg of vegetable ghee as against Rs54 about five years ago.

As the number of milk plants increases, the price of packed and branded milk goes up and so does the cost of fresh milk. Fresh milk is being sold at Rs34 a litre instead of Rs22 in 2003. Sugar prices have gone up to Rs36 from Rs22 a kg. Even the price of broken rice is between Rs35-40 a kilo. The wheat flour, after a record crop this spring is Rs18 a kilo whereas it was Rs8 a kilo in 2003. Beef is being sold at Rs190 a kg and mutton Rs260 a kg. Quite a few vegetables are not available at less than Rs70 or Rs80 per kilo.


Pakistan Sugar Mills Association (PSMA) announced last week to delay crushing beyond November 2007 to January 2008. The sugar season should normally start from November when sugar cane is ready for harvest. The argument offered by the powerful PSMA---it is powerful because millers are there in the federal and provincial cabinets, the central and provincial legislatures and in the ruling and opposition political parties--is that there is a carry-over stock of more than one million tons from the previous season. This stock, millers say, is sufficient to meet three months requirement-- from November 07 to January 08.


In actual fact, indications are that they want the government to bring down sugar cane price to Rs40 a maund from Rs60 in Punjab and to Rs67 a maund in Sindh prevailing last season. Delaying crushing for three months is meant to bring growers under pressure. The growers have reacted instantly. The Punjab-based Pakistan Kisan Movement (PKM) has expressed concern on continuing deadlock on payments from millers on last season's sugar cane procurement. The stuck up payment is said to be in billions of rupees and the PKM has threatened to take to streets.


As millers and growers prepare for a showdown in the coming weeks, there are fears in the market about sugar prices going up. There is some talk of government considering import of sugar. The traders who thrive on distress imports and exports are said to be in touch with the world food companies to supply. But the consumers are bound to end up paying more on sugar-- may be even more than Rs40 a kg during this Ramzan.


Vegetable ghee and cooking oil are being sold between Rs75--80 because the government is not ready to offer any concession on about Rs35--40 billion taxes being collected from the vegetable ghee industry, even though palm oil prices in the world market have shot up to more than $800 a ton from $462 dollars a tons only a year ago.

“We are ready to offer tax relief to the industry if ghee manufacturers assure us to pass on this benefit at the same scale to the consumers'', the Federal Minister of Industries, Production and Special Initiative Jehangir Tareen informed Dawn over telephone from Islamabad.


“The government duties and taxes constitute almost 44 per cent of the landed cost of imported palm oil which is highest in the world on any food item,'' Sheikh Amjad Rasheed, chairman of Pakistan Vegetable Ghee Manufacturers Association (PVMA) said.


In its pre-budget proposals, the PVMA suggested to substitute a fixed customs duty with a regulatory duty on import of palm oil which could be increased or reduced with change in world prices. It was also a practice in the past and worked well. But the government and the industry are stuck up in a blind alley and consumers suffer, as within a short span of a year, the prices of vegetable ghee has gone up from Rs60 to Rs80 a kilo.

Much before the commencement of cotton season in September next, the textile industry leaders have started demanding a two years moratorium on debt servicing of bank loans (more than Rs350 billion) as they fear default by 80 per cent textiles in days to come. The economic pressures have brought about a split in All Pakistan Textile Mills Association.


A new group All Pakistan Textiles Association (APTA) has been set up as there was a belief that APTMA was serving the interest of about 15 top textile groups only. This is an in-house dispute in the textile industry.

The conflict of interest among various economic agents needs to resolved with wisdom and prudently so that the industry, the growers and the consumers benefit equitably. No official mechanism has been set in place to resolve such conflicts of interest. There is no department of internal trade and commerce at the federal or the provincial level to deal with such issues before they become major problems. It is not realised that resolution of such conflicts of interest is an important part of economic policymaking.
(By Sabihuddin Ghausi, Dawn-Economic & Business Review, Page-1, 16/07/2007)

250 ambulances for 15m people

In a city of almost 15 million, there are only 250 ambulances. That makes it almost 60,000 people to one ambulance. What is worse is that most of these are private ambulances run by social welfare organizations. For all practical purposes, the government has abdicated from its role to provide this essential service in Karachi. 


What makes it worse is that many of these ambulances are in poor condition without basic facilities like oxygen cylinders or first aid apparatus. This puts the lives at risk every day while the government looks the other way.


A survey conducted by The News revealed that about five percent ambulances in Karachi are equipped with that necessary items which are generally considered an essential part of any ambulance in the modern world.
It may be added that in Karachi, an average of 10 people are victims of road accidents daily and are brought dead to different public sector hospitals. In addition, 20 to 30 injured persons are brought to hospitals daily. Most of these are brought on ambulances run by the social welfare organisations.


These organisations run their affairs with the cooperation of philanthropists. Their donations help these organizations to provide ambulance services and numerous other facilities to the public.


The Edhi Welfare Trust, which has the largest ambulance network service in the country, has 100 small and 50 big ambulances in Karachi alone. In addition, the Chippa Welfare Organization has 25 ambulances operating in Karachi. The Red Crescent (Hilal-e-Ahmar) has 12 ambulances which operate throughout the Sindh Province.


The ambulances of the Red Crescent organization seem to be the best equipped in the city but are not pressed into service as often as others. Most of the ambulances are four-wheel drive vehicles. In addition, the Hilal-e-Ahmar has the only functional cardiac ambulance in the city. This ambulance is equipped with ECG, BP apparatus and oxygen cylinders. 


Properly equipped ambulances are rare in the city. The majority of Edhi and Chippa ambulances are Suzuki Hi-Roof vans which are poorly equipped. They are also rashly driven by poorly paid and overworked drivers. 


However, these smaller ambulances are considered as the best choice for the heavy traffic of Karachi to transport the patients to hospitals from the different parts of the city. In addition, two private organizations - Qadir Khan Mandukhail has two ambulances and Al-Azam Welfare Trust has eight. But these are used to carry patients out of Karachi in most instances. 


The irony is that the major public sector hospitals of the city barely have a couple of ambulances each. Most of these ambulances are in a poor state of maintenance and are rarely used for the public. 


Lyari General Hospital, Sindh Government Hospital New Karachi, Sindh Services Hospital, NICH, Cardio Hospital and Abbasi Shaheed have their own ambulances. But most are in poor working order.


The Jinnah Post Postgraduate and Medical Centre has 12 ambulances but these are used to transfer patients to different wards within JPMC. One of JPMC ambulances is equipped with life saving equipment and two are equipped with necessary items which are needed to handle emergency. 
The rest of the ambulances have only stretchers. These ambulances are also used to transport patients to other laboratories outside the hospital for conducting certain tests not done at JPMC. In addition, many private hospitals also have their ambulances but these are not used for city emergencies.


The city’s already scarce ambulances are also pressed into work for other purposes. During bomb hoax calls, ambulances are also called on the spot and made to stand by at great cost to the general public. 


While charges for the private ambulances are reasonable, there are numerous complaints on service. Edhi ambulances charge Rs50 for every 10 kilometer. Chippa Welfare Organization charges Rs100 for each 10 kilometers.


Chippa has 75 ambulance drivers who work round the clock. Chairman, Chippa Welfare Organization, Muhammad Ramazan Chippa estimates that his organization needs 175 more ambulances to deal with accidents and emergency like situations in the city.


Many people who availed the services of these ambulances claim with bitterness that they were literally blackmailed at the hands of ambulance drivers. They said besides the transportation charges of patients, they are also asked to pay “lifting charges” of patients as well. 


But there are some organizations that say they take public complaints seriously. Transport Officer of Red Crescent, Abdul Jabbar Qabulio, said that his organization has transparent system of charging. He said Rs18 per kilometer are charged for a Pajero ambulance, Rs12 for Toyota Hiace and Rs25 per kilometer for the cardio ambulance. He said any driver who receives more charges from the public could be suspended. 
What is sad is that both the Sindh government and the CDGK do not have a fleet of emergency ambulances for the city. There is also no system in place to coordinate ambulance activity, which is done in other cities around the world. At a time when the Punjab government has set up an emergency response system with a fleet of state of the art ambulances, the absence of such a service in Karachi leaves a gaping hole in the work of the government. Many people ask where government funds are going if there is nothing for such essential services of the city.

(By Qadeer Tanoli, The News-13, 17/07/2007)
Utility bills

The news that post offices in Rawalpindi will soon be providing the service of collection/payment of utility bills through cheques at the customers' doorstep will definitely bring relief to the ordinary citizens considering the hardships they have to endure in the payment of bills at banks. A similar scheme is already in operation in Karachi. But unfortunately it has not been much of a success as only a limited number of post offices are said to be offering this service. It is sincerely hoped that the government will expand the range of this facility in Karachi by including more post offices under this scheme, including other cities such as Rawalpindi. 


The postal department has levied a service charge of Rs20 on collection of bills through cheques from homes. This amount might seem paltry to some, but for those from low-income groups, even this amount will seem high considering that their bills might only be a few hundred rupees. The fee structure should be restructured in such a way that it also takes into consideration this aspect. While this scheme is definitely a welcome development vis-a-vis the utility bills collection/payment system, more needs to be done to further facilitate the citizens. In this context, the government cannot only increase the bank branches collecting utility bills but also make the bill collection timings more flexible. Moreover, the deadline for payment of bills should be more expansive, that is deadlines should be varying for different customers as this will solve the problem of everyone rushing to pay their bills on the same deadline. Payment of utility bills being an operational issue, the government must strive to come up with a system that is streamlined, simplified and efficient, and which upholds the honour, self-respect, dignity and most of all the convenience of the citizens.

(The News-7, 19/07/2007)
Sindh govt jobs to be given on party quotas


KARACHI: For the first time since 1973, the Sindh government will appoint officers according to their party affiliations rather than on an urban-rural quota. This decision, made about two months ago, has proved extremely unpopular with ministers and other workers of the government who are planning to protest.

Thus, the quota system has been replaced with a ‘party quota’. The former policy stated that 60 percent of employees will be from rural areas and 40 percent will be from urban areas. The new policy says that 50 percent of employees will be from the Muttahida Qaumi Movement (MQM), 30 percent from the Pakistan Muslim League-Quaid and the remaining 20 percent from other ruling coalition parties.


A recruitment cell has been set up at Chief Minister House and the CM has put close aide Senator Abdul Ghaffar Qureshi in charge. All departments, excluding those running under the control of MQM ministers, have been asked to send their appointment letters to the cell from where the letters will be distributed among the “successful” candidates. Under the unannounced agreement, all vacancies in the jurisdiction of the City District Government Karachi would also be filled through MQM’s nominations.


Thus, ministers will not have the power to make appointments in their departments, a process that will now taken place in CM House, sources said. “We have no powers,” complained one provincial minister who wished to stay anonymous. “We can’t do any thing about this in our own departments. The policy adopted by the CM was not favor of the interests of Sindh. Provincial minister Hamida Khuhro objected to the policy of appointments in her department and her powers were curtailed. We are bound to party policy and can’t go against it, but honestly no one can support appointment policy adopted in Sindh.”


Sources said that during the Jama Hafsa crisis a meeting was held in Islamabad between Tariq Aziz, Dr Arbab Ghulam Rahim and Babar Ghouri in which the CM accepted the job quota formula that the MQM had demanded. The CM and his PML-Q allies had earlier strongly objected to the demand but showed flexibility as the assemblies are completing their tenure and political parties are preparing for the general elections.

When asked about any such agreement, MQM minister Shoaib Bukhari replied that: “There is a ban on jobs in Sindh. No appointments have been made yet.” He did not accept or decline that such an agreement had been reached between the PML-Q and MQM. “If there are any appointments, anyone can take our 50 percent quota and give us 25 percent only.” 


Sources said that provincial ministers of the ruling party have advised their party workers and employees to protest. A leader of the Sindh Employees United Alliance and president of the All Pakistan Clerks Association Peral Dayo told Daily Times that they planned to file a petition in the Sindh High Court and would hold protests. Unions have announced a Sindh-wide protest and some of them have said that the issue will be taken up at the All Pakistan Democratic Movement meeting in Islamabad today. “We have serious objections to the appointment policy of the CM,” said Senator Dr Khalid Mehmmod Soomro (MMA), who is a close friend of Dr Arbab Ghulam Rahim. “[He] may be my friend but when he goes against the interests of Sindh I will be the first to protest.”


Daily Times tried repeated to contact PML-Q Sindh General Secretary and provincial minister Nadir Akmal Leghari for his opinion but with no results.

(By Qazi Asif, Daily Times-B1, 23/07/2007)

No system in place to handle city emergencies

Despite the fact the city has seen a number of emergencies in the past couple of years, there is still no proper system in place to handle such situations when they occur, an investigation by The News has revealed. 

For one, there is no coordination plan in place under which the kind of emergency help that is needed can be requisitioned. Second, there is no system in place which allows ambulance drivers to take victims to hospitals where they can be given treatment immediately. Finally, ambulance drivers are usually not trained to administer first aid with the result that in many cases it is too late by the time they reach the hospitals.

There is also a dire need to set up more emergency centres at different hospitals in the public sector to deal with emergency-like situations in the city as well as to enhance the capacity of the already-established emergency centres to accommodate as much patients as possible. 


Keeping in mind the uncertain law and order situation prevalent throughout the country, different hospitals were visited to try and find out what arrangements are in place. The survey revealed that emergency centres of different government hospitals in the metropolis are not sufficient in number. Health experts suggest that emergency centres should be established in each government hospital so that patients do not have to be rushed across the city for medical attention.


General Secretary of Pakistan Medical Association (PMA), Karachi Chapter, Dr Qaisar Sajjad said that he does not think that the hospitals in Karachi have the capability to handle the emergencies properly, which unfortunately occur on a larger scale. He said there is no crises management programme which can provide a platform to handle emergency-like situations in the city. He said more doctors should be deputed at the emergencies of different hospitals. 


Currently, there are only three hospitals which cater to emergencies, which are the Jinnah Postgraduate Medical Centre (JPMC), Civil Hospital and the Abbasi Shaheed Hospital. What is needed is for all government hospitals to be upgraded so that they can ease the burden of these three centres.† It is difficult to transport a patient from Landhi to JPMC. “Lives can be saved if emergency centres are working properly at more hospitals the in the public sector spread across the city,” he said. 


“There are countless doctors who are jobless and their services could be acquired for these emergency centres,î the PMA official said. In the city, there are 18 towns. There should be at least seven to eight trauma centres. The Sindh government hospitals at Liquatabad, Saudabad, New Karachi and Landhi should also be given emergency wards. This will help greatly in getting patients to medical assistance in time. 


Another problem is the lack of coordination amongst hospitals. Also, there is lack of communication within hospitals between different departments. This must be improved say doctors. So far, there has been little progress on this. 

“The first glaring failure is the lack of a plan to deal with such emergencies,” a police official told The News. When a bomb blast occurs, the police, Rangers, fire fighters and ambulances rush to the site but there is no coordination as to who will go where and do what.


Moreover, once the injured are picked up, it is the ambulance drivers who decide where to take them. They are also unable to administer first aid or any medical assistance which may help the patient. Finally, when the patients do arrive at hospitals, there is chaos as the patients are shifted from one point to another for the necessary help.


Doctors also complain that the government does not give them enough security during times of emergency with the result that there are too many outsiders in the emergency ward at critical times. At times of high emotion like on May 12, doctors were threatened, in some instances beaten up.

(By Qadeer Tanoli, The News-13, 26/07/2007)
Two more snorkels for fire deptt

KARACHI: City Nazim Mustafa Kamal, on Monday, handed over two snorkels to the fire department of the City District Government Karachi (CDGK). The fire department is now equipped to cope with fires in high-rise buildings as the new snorkels can reach a height of 150 feet. 

The snorkels would be stationed at three fire stations, Sohrab Goth, SITE and Landhi. 


The first snorkel, which can reach up to 100 feet, was purchased by the defunct Karachi Municipal Corporation (KMC) when Dr Farooq Sattar was the mayor of the city.


Talking to the media, Kamal said that the snorkels had a capacity of 2,000 litres of water and 300 litres of foam tank. “All the required facilities including safety belts, fire boxes and emergency respiratory equipment etc had been made available to the firemen along with these snorkels.” He said the CDGK planned to buy more fire tenders and snorkels worth millions of rupees and would train the firemen as per international standards.

(Daily Times-B1, 31/07/2007)

AUGUST

City govt to establish ambulance network

KARACHI, Aug 1: The city government has decided to establish a state-of-the-art ambulance network which will be linked with all major hospitals and the fire brigade department.
This was stated by City Nazim Mustafa Kamal while talking to newsmen on the occasion of handing over 10 newly-procured ambulances to the health department at the Civic Centre on Wednesday.
The ambulances were given to hospitals and maternity homes in Keamari, Bin Qasim, Landhi, Soldier Bazaar, Karachi Institute of Heart Diseases, Leprosy Hospital, Manghopir, KDA Employees Clinic and others.
The nazim said that the network of ambulances would be established as part of the city government’s efforts to provide immediate rescue and health facilities to trauma patients. In the next phase, he said, 10 new ambulances having mini-operation theatre would be procured which would also serve as mini-mobile hospitals. The ambulances, he said, would be equipped with a wireless system connected with hospitals.
He said the city government had planned to introduce a new toll-free number for the ambulance service and three centres would be established with medical staff at their disposal.
Mr Kamal said medical experts were consulted before giving final approval to the project. According to them, the initial 20 to 25 minutes were very crucial for a trauma patient and his life can be saved by providing first aid immediately.


Dr Vaqar Kazmi, Dr Nasir Javed, EDO Health and other officials were also present.


Meanwhile, City Nazim Syed Mustafa Kamal along with Gulshan-i-Iqbal Town Nazim Muhammad Wasay Jalil inaugurated a newly purchased loader for the sanitation department, PPI adds.

The loader has been purchased to enhance performance of the sanitation department. It will help the shifting of debris to landfill sites. Town Naib Nazim Shoaib Akhtar, TMO Shafiqur Rehman, DTO Solid Waste Nafees Khan, DTO M&R Nisar Soomro were also present.

Night sweeping 

All major roads, vegetable, meat markets and shopping centres in Shah Faisal Town will be cleaned during night sweeping that will start from Aug 15.

This was stated by Town Nazim Muhammad Imran while inspecting cleanliness work in union councils 3 and 4. He said 100 sanitary workers would be recruited on a contract basis to enhance the performance of the solid waste department.


The town nazim also distributed more than 50 hand trolleys and 100 brooms among the sanitary staff and directed them to discharge their duties with responsibility.

TO Infrastructure Wakeel Ahmed, DTO Solid Waste Aslam Pervez, UC-3 Nazim Abdul Jalil, Naib Nazim Muhammad Ainul Haq, UC-4 Nazim Muhammad Shamim Khan and Naib Nazim Karimuddin were also present.

(Dawn-18, 02/08/2007)

NAB blames ministers for sugar price hike

ISLAMABAD, Aug 9: The National Accountability Bureau in a report it submitted to the Supreme Court on Thursday held eight sitting ministers or their party colleagues responsible for sugar hoarding which, coupled with the government’s soft policy initiative, created a sugar crisis and price hike over the past three years.


Middlemen, sugar industry’s corrupt practices, tax evasion and the food minister’s action of inducing farmers to demand higher sugarcane prices were also mentioned as reasons for the continuing sugar crisis. The report says these players and factors take advantage of lower sugarcane production in the country which, coupled with higher international prices, played havoc with the common man’s budget by increasing the commodity’s price from Rs21 per kilogramme in February 2005 to Rs45 by the end of January 2006.


Submitted by NAB’s prosecutor general Dr Danish, the report on sugar situation said even the government’s policy of allowing duty-free sugar imports benefited the aforementioned players.

A bench of the Supreme Court comprising Chief Justice Iftikhar Mohammad Chaudhry and Justice M. Javed Buttar had ordered the NAB to submit its report about its incomplete inquiry into the sugar scam.


PPP Senator Enver Baig, who had requested the court to summon the report, alleged that the NAB within two days of its probe was ordered by the prime minister to abandon the exercise. He claimed that those involved in the scam pocketed Rs36 billion.


The NAB report said: “The sugar industry in Pakistan is predominantly owned by politicians. Some of them despite being in the government have acted contrary to the business laws/ethics and held sugar stocks that tantamount to hoarding.”


The report specifically mentioned the names of Jehangir Tareen, Humayun Akhtar, a brother and a cousin of Humayun Akhtar, Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain and Anwer Cheema of the ruling PML, Mian Azhar, Erra chief Mian Altaf Saleem and Nasrullah Dareshak and said their 12 mills were responsible for almost 70 per cent of the 317,000 tons hoarded sugar.

Nawaz Sharif, his brother Shahbaz Sharif, Asif Ali Zardari and Sikandar Khan have also been accused of hoarding about 100,000 tons of sugar.
As the NAB reached this conclusion, it was forced to wind up the investigation. The NAB said it had to issue a press release about winding up the probe when these players created an impression that the investigation was further escalating the sugar price. The NAB is currently headed by Naveed Ahsan, who earlier served as finance secretary and the secretary-general, finance, with Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz.


Mainly based on inputs provided by Asif Zaman Ansari, chairman of the Trading Corporation of Pakistan, and economic adviser of finance ministry Dr Ashfaq Hassan, the NAB report said: “The crisis surged during the current year due to gradual decline in sugarcane growth because of declining interest of farmers.”


Farmers had been demanding prices of Rs70 to 75 per 40kg of sugarcane against Rs55-60 prescribed by provincial governments. 

Reportedly, the federal minister for food, agriculture and livestock also induced farmers to demand higher prices.

(Dawn-16, 10/08/2007)

2004-2006 sugar crisis:
Akhtars, Sharifs, Shujaat, Tareen, Zardari among biggest hoarders

ISLAMABAD: The National Accountability Bureau (NAB) on Thursday submitted a report to the Supreme Court (SC), revealing that top politicians were involved in hoarding 316,690 metric tons of sugar that caused a market crisis and increased the sugar price from Rs 21 to Rs 45 per kg. 


NAB said that former premier Nawaz Sharif, cabinet ministers Humayun Akhtar and Jehangir Tareen, PML President Chaudhry Shujaat Hussain, Mian Altaf Saleem and former minister Asif Ali Zardari hoarded sugar and were the main beneficiaries of the sugar crisis. According to the report, seen by Daily Times, Humanyun Akhtar, his brother Haroon Akhtar and their cousin Shamim were the biggest hoarders with a consolidated stock of 99,464 metric tons of sugar at four mills - Kamali, Tandliana, Wala Miran and Layyah. 


The second key beneficiaries were Nawaz Sharif and his brother former Punjab chief minister Shahbaz Sharif, with a consolidated hoarding of 68,648 metric tons at three mills. One of Nawaz’ cousins has also been accused of hoarding 10,344 metric tons at Ittefaq Sugar Mills. Industries and Production Minister Jehangir Tareen hoarded 46,920 metric tons, the report says. In addition, Nasrullah Dareshak, Anwer Cheema, Mian Azhar, and Sikandar are also named in the list of hoarders. They were named in the preliminary fact finding report on the sugar crisis, prepared on February 17, 2006, covering the period from December 2004 to the first quarter of 2006. 


In this period, the sugar price went up from Rs 21 to Rs 45 per kg. The report says that in December 2004, sugar mills owners in Punjab took a unilateral decision to increase the ex-factory price by Rs 6 per kg, which was increased further without justification. It says the federal government did not intervene in a ‘pro-active manner’ to check the crisis. The federal government’s steps like introducing duty free import of sugar and sale of sugar at subsidised rates at utility stores did not work, the report says. The report says that mills owners’ ‘front men’ bought sugarcane in bulk, which contributed to the price hike. “This rampant malpractice has been an upfront justification by the mills owners to jack up the sugar prices in the country,” it says. The report admitted that the NAB inquiry into the scam had a negative effect on the market at the start. “NAB had no intention of causing instability in the market (through the inquiry). Therefore, for the wider good and to restore confidence in the market, NAB decided to close the inquiry on March 13, 2006.”

(Daily Times-A1, 10/08/2007)

City fire dept in bad shape

KARACHI, Aug 14: At least eight out of the city’s 20 fire stations have been rendered redundant as their fire tenders are out of order on account of their overdue repairs, whereas the rest of the ageing fleet is in less than perfect condition, sources in the fire department told Dawn.


Explaining the status of the stations, an official of the fire department, requesting anonymity, said that a station was considered closed when its fire tenders were out of order and could not respond to an emergency situation.

The Baldia Town fire station has been out of commission since January as its fire vehicle was given to the Site station following the tragic fire incident in which several firemen and officers died in a structural collapse in Site, the official said.


The Civic Centre fire station, earlier known as the Sabzi Mandi station, is also closed as its fire tender has been given to the Gulistan-i-Jauhar fire station.


Following the reallocation of the fire tender, the Civic Centre station was awarded another tender, which is not in a working condition but remains parked to show its presence, sources said.

Interestingly, despite its idle fire tender the Civic Centre fire station has a staff of 40 personnel, who have not been reallocated.
Fire tenders for ‘de-watering’

The fire tenders belonging to the Saddar and Nazimabad fire stations ran into trouble when they were sent on “de-watering operations” on Friday night following the recent downpour. They developed faults while carrying out the de-watering work and stood stranded at the Boating Basin.

They were finally towed by other vehicles and taken to the respective fire stations where they await repairs, sources said.


Citing the reason for the quick removal of the two fire tenders, sources said that the city nazim was supposed to visit the area, which could have aided in the vehicles’ hasty removal.


Officials in the fire department said that both the station officers of the Saddar and Nazimabad fire stations had expressed their apprehensions that fire tenders could develop faults while carrying out de-watering work.


The Central fire station, which is the head office where the chief fire officer sits, is equipped with two fire tenders.

One was already pending repairs while the fire-fighting vehicle which was still functioning developed a fault some time last Friday, thus rendering the nerve centre of the fire department incapable of sending out a vehicle for fire-fighting purposes.


Fire tenders belonging to the Orangi and Lyari fire stations also developed faults on Friday night when they were returning after a fire-fighting operation in Shershah. On their way back they developed faults in the rainwater.


The Malir fire station, which is supposed to cater to a large section of the population, is also technically closed as its fire tender is out of order. The needs of Malir are also looked after by the Landhi station.

Similarly, the recently set up Gulshan fire station, built beneath the Gulshan flyover, is also without a fire tender.

The Gulistan-i-Jauhar fire station, which has been recently shifted to its present located in Block 16, was for the last six years stationed at Safari Park, where a single fire tender remained parked.


The Jauhar station boasted a staff of 15 to 20, but recently nearly 30 personnel have been transferred to the station raising its strength to around 50, departmental sources said. Of the city’s 20 fire stations two, namely the Cattle Colony and Mauripur stations, open at 9am and close at 6pm because of lack of infrastructure.


The Cattle Colony fire station is housed in a container while the Mauripur station has a boundary wall but no roof or electricity.


The fire stations considered as operative are the Landhi, Korangi, Shah Faisal, New Karachi, Site, Lyari, Cattle Colony, Mauripur and Boulton Market fire stations. These fire stations have ageing fleets which are prone to develop faults at any given time in absence of proper maintenance.


Interestingly, the project engineer who is supposed to supervise the maintenance related issues of these fire stations holds a civil engineering degree. “Are we required to construct rooms or buildings or maintain the ageing fleet of fire tenders?” asked an irked fire officer referring to the project engineer who looks after the workshop.


Faults a ‘routine affair’ 

District Officer Civil Defence and Fire Brigade Ahsan Mirza said that faulty vehicles are a routine affair as “every day our vehicles are on the roads due to one reason or the other. The number of vehicles in and out of order dwindles and mounts on a daily basis.”


However, he admitted that proper maintenance is not being performed on the aging fleet of fire tenders.

The DO admitted that “these aging vehicles put to de-watering work are bound to develop faults.”

(By S. Raza Hassan, Dawn-15, 15/08/2007)

Graveyard flooded despite cleanliness drives

A large number of people are facing extreme difficulty when visiting the graves of their loved ones in Rehri graveyard. These visitors have to wade through knee-deep sewerage water on the way to the graveyard.


The Rehri graveyard is one of the biggest graveyards of Landhi Town. Scores of people frequently visit the graves of their relatives there while the number increases on the eve of Shab-e-Barat. However, the present state of the graveyard has made it difficult for visitors to get there as most of the graves have been flooded by the recent rains. The overflowing sewerage water from the drain along Rehri Road has made it almost impossible for them to get there without getting their clothes dirtied. It is interesting to note that even though many towns have launched a cleanliness drive in their respective graveyards on account of Shab-e-Barat, the situation hasn’t changed in Rehri.


“I have been visiting my mother’s grave every Thursday for the past 10 months. However, the condition of this road has not changed,” said Abdul Aziz, a school teacher. “The nullah keeps overflowing throughout the year while the situation becomes worse whenever it rains.” Aziz told The News that his clothes get dirty thanks to the sewerage water, as he has to wade through it on his way to the graveyard. Also, there are two to three feet ditches on this road. “Many people come to the Rehri graveyard every week but the authorities concerned do nothing to change the condition of this road,” he said. “The sewerage water also enters the graveyard during the rains. The authorities should stop playing their political games with the dead at least,” he added.


During a survey of the graveyard, the management told The News that the Town Nazim, Landhi, Syed Asif Husnain, visited the place in question and sent trucks loaded with mud and gravel in order to fill the flooded graves. When asked if town staff was also deployed for this purpose, he said, “No staff was sent by the town administration. However, the people voluntarily participated in repair work.” 


He said that a large number of people are facing extreme hardships every day due to the stagnant filthy water accumulated on the way and into the graveyard. It is also causing problems during funeral proceedings. It was almost impossible to reach here even weeks after the rains. Moreover, there is no power here which adds to the problems. He further said that, temporarily, they have been able to cover sewerage water with gravel. However, it will take months to fix the entire graveyard. The matter will not be solved till illegal water pumps are removed from the vicinity and the open drain is cleaned and covered, since sewerage water from the Sherpao Colony nullah enters the graveyard.

(By Farooq Baloch, The News-20, 29/08/2007)
100 fire brigade staffers working in other depts
KARACHI, Aug 29: Of the 945 working strength of the fire department, around hundred staff members are actually working in different departments of the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) but continue to draw full service benefits from their parent department, Dawn has learnt.


According to Dawn’s sources, in 2006 a former chief fire officer made a recommendation to the city nazim that these staffers be sent back to their parent department, to which the nazim agreed. Subsequently, the DCO issued a notification that all such fire department personnel should report back to their parent department, but only five men actually returned.


Sources said that the staffers deputed to other departments draw all overtime and other benefits earned by a regular fireman by putting his life on the line. “They have all the public holidays and spend their working hours making tea for the sahib or doing some other work but nevertheless enjoy all possible benefits,” remarked a disgruntled fire officer. “Imagine how a fireman working in difficult circumstances feels when his colleagues are getting the same or even more benefits by doing practically nothing.”


Some employees of the fire department receive all the benefits while sitting at home, added the sources. “These are some 30 men who belong to different political parties,” they said.


Despite such postings, the city council has approved the hiring of an additional 370 men in the fire department, for which space has been made in the budget book. The Sindh government, however, is yet to approve the hiring.


A source in the department told Dawn that the Central Fire Station has 167 personnel on its muster roll, but “on any given day, it would be difficult to find even half the staff, if not half the strength of any particular fire station.” Similarly, the Gulistan-e-Mustafa fire station has 100 personnel on the muster roll but the maximum turnout is usually four to five men, said sources. The same situation exists in other fire stations, where the official strength is high but the ground reality is of very low attendance figures.


Karachi had two fire stations – Saddar and the Central Fire Station at Nishtar Road – in 1947. The number was increased to 10 by 1997, and it has doubled during the last decade. Oddly enough, however, the overall strength of the fire department today is the same as it was in 1997.

Training for using snorkels

On June 9 this year, a circular was issued in the fire department calling 30 persons, including firemen and fire officers, to undergo training for the use of the newly-acquired snorkels.


Before the first day of training concluded, however, the batch of 30 fire personnel was removed and five others, mainly fire drivers, were called for training. Even then, it was later said that there was a communication gap between the Finnish trainers and the five fire drivers.

The fall-out of this eye-wash was evidenced in the fire that recently ravaged the PNSC building, when no trained manpower was available to operate the expensive snorkels that had earlier been inaugurated with much fanfare.


From a strength of 74 fire tenders in 1995-96, the department now officially claims to have 20 or 22 tenders while sources say that the number of working ones lies at 10. The maintenance budget for these tenders never lapsed and was in fact fully utilised annually, but the 10 working tenders are nevertheless in poor condition and could go out of order any time, remarked an insider.

The fire department has an annual maintenance budget of Rs11.5 million.

The road to Mewashah 

Between 20 and 25 redundant fire tenders have been moved to the CDGK workshop located in the Mawashah graveyard for what appears to be a reading of funereal rights before they are sold as scrap.


Interestingly enough, the fire department maintains its own workshop, which used to be located at the Gulistan-i-Mustafa fire station and has now been shifted to the Central Fire Station. It has a 29-personnel strength, including a project engineer, motor mechanics, mechanics, a foreman, an assistant foreman, auto electricians, and fitters.


An insider told Dawn that, for example, if a fire tender develops a fault in its self-starter, it is parked and an alternative one is issued if available. If a different vehicle needs then tyres, these are taken off the tender that had the starter problem. The pass-the-parcel cycle continues until the vehicle is stripped of every functioning part and has been reduced to a chassis, said sources.

They pointed out the a monetary sum is claimed and drawn for each replaced tyre (or other part), even though it has actually simply been taken off another vehicle. They added that no maintenance records are kept to keep count of the number of times or type of repairs a certain vehicle has needed.


When these IVECO vehicles arrived in 1995-96, they were fully-equipped with all accessories such as a life detector device, costly blue fire suits and breathing apparatus. Not a single one of these items is now available with the department.

(By S. Raza Hassan, Dawn-17, 30/08/2007)

SEPTEMBER

NDMA offers search & rescue team for Karachi

The National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) has offered technical and technological assistance, and training facilities to the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) for setting up an 88-member well-equipped search and rescue team along the pattern of those in the developed countries.


“The NDMA’s offer to the CDGK is aimed at boosting the local government’s disaster management capabilities but the CDGK is demanding at least half a year for arrangement of a proper place where the proposed team would be imparted the required training,” NDMA Chairman Lt.-Gen (Rtd) Farooq Ahmed Khan told newsmen at National Highways Authority (NHA) Karachi office on Tuesday.

He said that the NDMA would hire the services of foreign experts in the provision of training for carrying out search and rescue operations in case of any natural disaster and added that they would be provided the latest and most modern equipment used by search and rescue teams in the developed world.

However, he claimed that the hitch was on the part of the CDGK as its administrative issues were obstructing the commencement of the training and added that CDGK had asked for at least six months to make a proper place available for the training of the proposed search and rescue team.


The NDMA Chairman was of the opinion that, for incidents of minor intensity, such as fires, district governments should build their capacity and remain alert to help citizens in distress. Briefing newsmen about progress on the fallen portion of Shershah bridge, he said that the contract for removal of the fallen concrete structure had been awarded to the Frontier Works Organisation (FWO) and they would be working as a team with the NHA to do the job starting from today.


He said the seven-member inquiry committee would pay a final visit to the site of the accident on Wednesday morning to preserve evidence, if required, and, with their permission, the gigantic task of removing the debris would hopefully be started by Wednesday (today).
“I have delegated all my powers as chairman of the Prime Minister’s Inspection Commission (PMIC) to the Inquiry Commission and they are now authorised to summon anybody for their probe,” he said.


General Farooq, who is supervising the work on the collapsed Shershah bridge as Chairman, PMIC, said authorities wanted to avoid any further loss and to start work on a new bridge as early as possible but assured that those found responsible for bridge collapse would be compelled to accept their wrongdoing.


On the occasion, he refused to answer questions pertaining to the estimated cost to be incurred on the removal of the debris of Shershah bridge and also refused to comment on what kind of punishment could be awarded to those responsible for constructing a faulty bridge that collapsed within few weeks of its construction.
Responding to a query, he said all required equipment and machinery for cutting 3,500 tonnes of fallen concrete slabs of Shershah bridge was locally available but if required, support from abroad could also be made available.

(By M. Waqar Bhatti, The News-13, 05/09/2007)

Utility Stores offer little relief to inflation-hit public
KARACHI, Sept 13: A prominently displayed banner across the shop’s façade announces: “Ramzan package — As ordered by the president and the prime minister, the Utility Stores offer the public surprising price cuts effective from Sept 10, 2007, to greet the holy month of Ramzan.” Ten items to be sold at reduced rates are mentioned in particular.

But none of them are available at the Utility Store opened recently at Korangi Crossing.
People keep coming to inquire about the truckloads of atta and sugar that are purportedly on their way. The shop attendant keeps shaking his head. The disappointed customers leave with drawn faces and return to ask the same question again.
When the desperate people become assertive, the shopkeeper asks them to help him by ringing up the Utility Store offices to complain about the lack of supplies at this outlet. He offers customers two telephone numbers for the regional office.


When Dawn asks why he does not simply call himself, he admits that he has already done so. “They tell us to send our own truck to pick up the supply. But if we spend Rs2,000 on the truck fare, what will we earn for ourselves from the exercise?”


At the Utility Store off Sunset Boulevard near Gizri, a great crowd of people is queued up in front of a gate marked ‘Atta and sugar point.’ Nearby, bags of atta are being unloaded from a truck and are being stacked inside. Many other people are milling about and a group peers through the bars of another shuttered gate. Not too far, however, some men and women wait at the corner, looking relaxed since they have managed to cart out sugar, ghee and other rations.

They say they have come from Qayyumabad, about three kilometres away, and are now looking for a taxi to take their loads home.


At noon, I ring up the regional head office’s telephone number given to me by the shopkeeper at the Korangi Crossing Utility Store. The man who answers says he’s a clerk and would prefer my inquiries to be answered by his officer, who is currently unavailable. He notes my telephone number and assures me that Mr Mohammed Riaz will return my call with the information I need. After waiting some hours, when I dial the same numbers in the afternoon, there is no response. Possibly, the staff has gone home.

The items most in demand at the Utility Stores include atta, ghee and sugar. An attractive concession is offered on these items: atta at at Rs120 per 10kg bag, versus Rs170 in the open market; sugar, though of a lower quality, is at Rs25 a kilo at the stores and at Rs30 in the market. According to the store management, other items are being sold at a 5 to 10 per cent discount.

Yet such concessions are also available from shops offering wholesale rates.


The Utility Stores hold much attraction for lower-income people who suffer the most from poverty and price-hikes. But these stores lose their utility if customers cannot get the items they need despite going through the hassle and shopping far from their homes.

A man from Qayyumabad said that until a couple of years ago, trucks from the Utility Stores would visit their localities twice a week during Ramzan to deliver atta and sugar to queuing customers.

(By Naseer Ahmad, Dawn-18, 14/09/2007)

Price hike and consumers woes

Before commencing of the holy month of Ramadan, price hike in food and nearly all kitchen items has sent a strong signal that consumers’ concerns about inflation are likely to remain un-addressed by the market forces and the government officials. The figures issued by FBS say that food inflation increased to 8.62 per cent in August 2007 over the same month of last year. Supply-demand duo is being held responsible for such high inflation despite the fact that it is less than 1.81 per cent, less from 10.43 per cent food inflation recorded the last fiscal year. 


Factors causing price hike

The economy has been in grip of inflation since the past three years. It has not relented despite tight monetary policy pursued by the SBP. The government did not succeed to reduce inflation to the targeted figure of 6.5 per cent during the last fiscal year. It remained stubborn at 7.9 per cent, a figure also recorded for FY2005-06. According to SBP, over-all inflation did not relent primarily because of 40 per cent weightage of food items in the basket. Core inflation, that is, non-food and non-energy inflation has been showing downward trend because of tight monetary policy of the SBP. Despite positive contribution made by the monetary policy to contain inflation, the fact remains that cost of food items and energy affects all segments of the society and economy in ways that cannot be overlooked. In addition to increased food rates, swelled cost of medicines, education and house rent have added to the over all inflation in the country.


The other contributory factors that have been negatively affecting inflation are high prices of food items such as milk-powder, edible oil and crude oil in the international market that Pakistan has the need to import. There is little that government can do in this regard, except to reduce the import duty on them. However, it is reluctant to do so because of the fear of substantial reduction in revenue (during last fiscal year, government collected Rs90 billion from surcharge on petroleum products). Thus, the government has hardly any other option except to continue with its policies to generate tax and non-tax revenue to meet fiscal needs in the wake of a huge fiscal deficit and heavy public borrowing, even if these polices keep adding to the woes of the common people. 


While some of the contributory factors stated above might be justifiably there to contribute to inflation, the play of market forces to exploit consumers’ need to their benefit is appalling. The most glaring example is the raise in the value of wheat and flour in the wake of a bumper wheat crop of 23.5 million tons this year and government’s decision to stop export of wheat two month’s earlier. According to latest press reports, wheat price during the last week have increased by 10 per cent in various parts of the country. What is more surprising is that despite the supply of wheat to flour mills in Punjab, the cost of flour and wheat has not decreased. This certainly leads to important conclusion that the supply-demand factor alone is not creating price hikes; there is something more than that and that is the hoarding of essential commodities.


The Punjab government took a decision on 10th September to crack down on wheat hoarders because wheat price touched an unprecedented mark. This is the most needed act to be done by the provincial government in order to safeguard economic interests of various segments of the society. If not then free market regime cannot operate in our environment.


An important question about the existence of any mechanism either at the government or consumers’s level in big and small cities to check increase in prices is raised. May be, something of this sort exists on papers at the government level but practically, it has never been experienced. 


Belated administrative measures taken by the government, through magistrates, to check prices or to improve supply side of economy have hardly delivered expected results. The country does not have a culture of resisting inflation either by reducing consumption or challenging the traders by curtailing the purchase of essential items. Consequently, it becomes free and convenient for all to pump up the already high prices. 


Increasing forex earning through export of food commodities such as rice, vegetables and fruits is yet another factor driving inflation. Pakistan has been exporting rice since several years and its harvesting is geared commercially. One can take the example of rice. During past one year, price of rice has shot up between Rs15-30 per kg. It obviously raised a very pertinent question: who is to safeguard the interest of common people whose purchasing power has been constantly on the decline because of continued food inflation that has stayed around 9.0 per cent during past three years. The obvious option of ensuring food security of people of Pakistan at reasonable price should be given priority over increasing exports. Exports be increased by boosting industrial output and value addition.


Efficacy of measures

Past experiences show that the government, to contain inflation, resorts to three measures in general and during Ramadan in particular. The three measures are: administrative measures, fiscal and monetary measures and finally improving supply side of economy. Each measure needs to be dealt with in greater detail. Administrative measures deal with cracking down the hoarders. The measure can deliver the desired results, provided, it is executed in all earnest. However, generally its implementation is compromised because of expedient factors that are generally political. Around two years earlier, sugar prices escalated because of market manipulation by hoarders. The government took the matter seriously and asked the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) to investigate the matter. No appropriate conclusion was made because the hoarders were influential people and had managed to get the investigation stopped. They succeeded to pocket millions of rupees from consumers’ without any redress by the state or the market.


The second tier of the administrative measures to control prices is by authorising civil magistrates in cities to impose fines on petty shopkeepers, selling items of daily use on higher prices than fixed by the government. This measure was adopted in the recent past in a few cities of Punjab. However it showed no success. The real problem was of supply and demand that tempted the shopkeepers to take advantage of the consumers. Unless the issue of supply demand was resolved to the satisfaction of different interest holders, such a measure would be of little help to contain the price hike.

The third step of the administrative measures is organising Sunday and Friday bazaars in different localities and allowing shopkeepers and small traders to establish stalls of various commodities to be sold at comparatively low prices than the market. These bazaars have been a place of attraction for the middle and lower middle classes. Nevertheless, the quality of items sold is generally not up to satisfaction of the buyers. 


The fourth administrative measure is to make utility stores consumer-friendly. At the start of the current financial year, it was announced to set up 5000 utility stores across the country. They are tipped to be a ëreal source’ of price relief to millions. So far, more than three thousand utility stores have been established to facilitate availability of around 700 items of daily use at 10 per cent to 15 per cent reduced rates. The federal government is providing a subsidy of Rs1.5bn for price relief through these stores. The effort being done by the government is really laudable but the fact remains that how many, out of more than 70 per cent of country’s adult population that should be around 60 million, can really benefit from these stores that appear as dots in the vast metropolises. They are not to be seen in rural areas where around 70 per cent of the population resides and majority of them lives below the poverty line.


Fiscal and monetary measures pursued by the government play an important role in containing prices of essential commodities. The two measures operate in opposite directions. The government is caught up with a situation where it can’t help itself, except pursuing expansionary fiscal policy for a number of reasons, despite shortfall in over all revenue collection. The SBP is pursuing tight monetary policy that has brought the non-core inflation down but is unable to trim food inflation. Monetary policy alone can’t contain price hike because of weak supply side of the economy, international price hike of imported food items and desire of traders to make disproportionate profits, particularly, during Ramadan.


Conclusion 

Price hike takes place because of imbalances between the end-points of triangle comprising administrative measures, monetary and fiscal policies and supply side of the economy. It is basically the responsibility of local, provincial and federal governments to maintain an intricate balance between the three ends of the triangle, which, they are failing to maintain. The civil society is not organised to neutralise the negative effects on price hike either. That is why the people, who have the temptation of making money at the cost of consumers’ needs, are having their way.

(By M. Sharif, The News-15, 17/09/2007)

Firefighters detailed to control traffic

KARACHI, Sept 17: About 100 firefighters have been detailed to help the police control traffic on city roads during Ramazan amid apprehensions that the absence of the firefighters from their emergency duty could curtail the Fire Brigade’s ability to respond promptly to a major fire incident that may take place anywhere any time.
The city government, in its desperate attempt to avert traffic jams on city roads during rush hours, has decided to draw extra personnel from the Fire Brigade to help the traffic police as “volunteers” at town level.

Chief Fire Officer Ehtisham-uddin confirmed the deployment of fire-fighters for controlling traffic. He was of the view that the move would not affect his department’s efficiency.

(Dawn-18, 18/09/2007)

Ramazan price hike
PRESIDENT Musharraf is personally interested in stabilising prices of essential commodities which have been leaping up beyond control, and is making moves in that direction.


Normally he leaves economic management to Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz but this is election year and a controversial presidential election lies ahead. The prices have been vaulting out of control with atta selling for an unimaginable Rs20 to 22 per kilo. LPG prices have risen by three rupees per kilo and vegetable oil prices have been soaring. Vegetable and fruit prices are equally high and beyond the reach of the common man who wants to eat less but better food in Ramazan.


Export of onion, surplus in Sindh, has been banned but the prices have risen from Rs18 per kilo to Rs25.

The nan sold in the bazaar now sells for four rupees instead of three and may go up further. After the bumper wheat crop of 22.5 million tones which has now been reduced to 22.2 million tones, efforts were made to export wheat to India for the first time after a long period. Suddenly scarcities appeared all over the country and the hoarders and profiteers went to work and a ban was put on the export. Still the prices continued rising higher and higher from the original Rs16-17 per kilo and the government has now decided to import one million tones of wheat to create a buffer stock to meet future needs.

The same has happened to onion but we are not importing onion yet. Anyway, its arrival takes time unless it is airfreighted which makes it a lot more costly.


There has been opposition to the move to import sugar from India. Sugar millowners want to keep the sugar prices high and not be discouraged by the import.


They say there should be enough sugar at the end of this season as production will rise by 25 per cent over the last output. But in spite of the possible surplus when the price manipulators and profiteers go to work on the sugar the commodity will vanish. And higher prices can become a reality again.


Now the Trading Corporation of Pakistan is selling some of its old stock of Indian sugar to bring down prices. The sugar mill owners are objecting to that. Old sugar cannot be held in stock for too long. As it looks we may have to import sugar from India again to make up for the malpractices at home. When we have too many traders engaged in converting surplus in shortages, irrational imports become essential.
Wheat export is banned to all countries except for wheat flour to Afghanistan as it is dependent on Pakistani flour.What will the president and the prime minister do to bring down the prices? They will hold a few high level conferences with the prime minister and other federal ministers. He will give them the usual directives with a sense of urgency to bring down the prices which, in fact, should be the responsibility of the provincial governments. The provincial chief ministers on return to the provinces will pass on their directives to the ministers and secretaries to the government. The result of this familiar exercise as seen in the past may be too little.


The prime minister says that during Ramazan, in addition to the Friday or Sunday bazaars, we will have sasta bazaars as well. That may help some persons with some items not more.


The prime minister says the utility stores whose number has now risen to 3,600 from 1,000 will sell more goods at subsidised rates but these can solve only a small fraction of the large problem.

The basic problem is that of tackling the surpluses turned into shortages and fair distribution of goods at fair prices in sufficient quantities. Utility stores can be handy for dry items but not wet items like vegetables and fruits more in demand in Ramazan.


The provincial ministers have to study the price situations and the supply levels but they cannot go around for reasons of violence against them but surely the district government and the union councils should be able to do far more than they are doing now.


What is the use of the local government if it cannot rise to the occasion at such moments and what is the use of the elaborately prepared price list with so great deal of pain and published before Ramazan if they cannot be enforced. The inefficacy of the local administration in this key sector is excessive.


The traders who push the prices in Ramazan and carry them to their peaks before Eid do not bring them down after Eid substantially and that adds to the hardships of the people. The problem in Pakistan is that the consumer have fixed eating habits and they do not want to change. In fact, the consumers have no alternative to wheat , rice is far more costly and bajra is an entirely different item. Gur can be more costly than sugar and vegetable oil are uniformly costly.


The weakness of the consumer in Pakistan is that there is no resistance to high prices. People continue to buy at higher prices as many people have deep pockets and few alternatives. They do not want to resist consuming anything the price of which has gone up steeply and they are also handicapped by the lack of alternatives.


Pakistan is a high profit country. The highest profits are made here as compared to any other south Asian country. The industrialist, importer, wholesaler, the average trader, the retailers and the push cart walas believe in high rate of profit and get it. The assurance they can sell their wares at any price makes them fix high prices and get them.

At a meeting of the standing committee of the National Assembly, some members complained that the sugar crisis in Pakistan is caused by some ministers who own the sugar mills and the others who own large sugarcane fields. As they demanded high prices for the sugarcane, the sugar is coming to cost a great deal.

At another meeting, it was reported that some influential persons were holding wheat in petrol stations upcountry and other unlikely places. No action has been taken against any of them.Usually the hoarders and profiteers have the protection of influential persons and so they have nothing to fear in such a free for all political environment.

Eeveryone feels free to make large profits quick in the name of trade or industry and the common man has no protection. In fact, the tragedy is the failure of the consumers to organize and assert themselves to protect their vital interests.

(By Sultan Ahmed, Dawn-6, 20/09/2007)

Expiry dates need attention

Expiry dates on products are taken seriously by consumers these days. Throughout the world when something is bought, the expiry date is always checked. If it’s past its date, the product is trashed without a second thought. 


Locally, however, many consumers are still trying to understand what expiry dates mean. It is only a certain segment that actually deems it important. 


The absence of expiry dates and the lack of awareness on the part of the consumers is a problem that requires attention on part of the government, and the authorities that deal with this issue. The Pakistan Standards and Quality Control Authority (PSQCA) is one such department that deals with the quality control issues. However, their performance is less than satisfactory.

Even now in the market, several products are sold that do not have an expiration date. In fact some do not even have a manufacturing date so the consumer cannot even second-guess when the product will expire. Even though blind faith in expiry dates is hardly the solution, the fact that there is a complete lack of awareness about the issue makes the situation all the more worse. Consumers who usually visit government-run utility stores, for instance, do not know anything about product expiration.


“I don’t care about expiration dates. I consider it a blessing if I actually get my turn in this long line of customers here,” said Hamid, a customer waiting his turn in a line of over 50 people. 

“I know that a commodity can rot after a certain period of time. For example, rice can get spoilt if it’s kept for too long, but I didn’t know that medicines and things like mosquito coils could also have expiry dates,” said another customer. 


The problem is not only confined to edible items but also to other products such as cosmetics. Dr Manzoor Qureishy, a physician, says that “cosmetics should not be sold after their expiry dates but they are. In fact, cheap copies are openly sold too. These can be tainted by oxidisation, heat or bacteria and can cause allergies or even infections.”

In this regard, the packaging should also give directions on how to use the product after opening as well, because contact with air or light can change some products, rendering the original expiry date irrelevant. This means that the dates only tell consumers how long they can keep the product without opening it. However, besides some medicines such as eye drops, not many give the time within which the product can be used. 


Unfortunately, the manufacturers are let off easily. No one bothers to check up on the status of the products in the market. There are no magistrates, watchdogs or product standard and quality monitors who decide that a certain product is not up to the standard and should, therefore, not be on the shelf. 


Thus, the consumers should form a platform or a watchdog association which can be responsible for surprise checks in the market. Even now, there are several brands of chips, and biscuits which are sold in large numbers but have no date on them. The culprits should be required to pay hefty fines and this should include shopkeepers who keep such goods on their shelves. In fact consumers should be told to check on other things required on food labels, such as the ingredient listings, net weight, country of origin and the name of the local manufacturer or importer. This can only be possible if the consumer platforms of Pakistan work on such issues with more fervour. Unfortunately with only three such organisations in the entire country and merely 18 courts — all in one province — fighting for consumer rights will always seem impossible. 


The bad news is that drug and product manufactures are not expected to change their standards too soon. For this, consumers should be aware of certain things. Signs of change should be noted, such as the change in colour after opening a product. As far as medicines are concerned, unless the instructions stipulate otherwise, a drug should not be kept for more than two months after opening it. Food companies generally adhere to directives about marking expiry dates but the consumer is left in ignorance when buying food sold in bulk — say a kilogram of rice from a large sack at the wholesale market.

(By Xari Jalil, The News-19, 27/09/2007)

Half of city’s fire stations shut down


KARACHI: Ten fire stations out of a total of 20 in the city have been closed because their vehicles are faulty, Daily Times has learnt. Stations that have remained closed for the last eight months include those in Baldia Town, Civic Center, Gulshan-e-Iqbal Town, New Karachi Town, Malir Town, Shah Faisal Town, Manzoor Colony, Lyari and North Nazimabad. The central fire station near Civil Hospital Karachi (CHK) is also facing an acute shortage of functional fire tenders. 
“The City District Government Karachi’s (CDGK) fire brigade department had a fleet of around 70 vehicles in 2002. But due to the government’s lethargic attitude towards the department, only 20 vehicles are now in working condition,” sources within the fire department said. Out-of-order vehicles have been dumped at the municipal services department’s workshop in Mewashah, Sohrab Goth Fire Station and some in Gulistan-e-Jauhar Fire Station.


Most firemen that Daily Times spoke to during visits to a number of fire stations were critical of the CDGK’s attitude towards the fire department. They said that the city government was not paying attention to improving the department’s standard by importing fleets of modern vehicles. Many of them thought that the CDGK was avoiding taking action against those who were responsible for the deplorable state of this vital department. “This is the only department in the city that saves lives and property of citizens but in the last couple of years, some officials have been damaging the department and hiding facts from the city nazim,” one of them said.


Meanwhile, the CDGK had issued advertisements in local newspapers on September 24, inviting applications for the posts of chief fire officer, station master, sub-fire officer, leading fireman, life guards and drivers. The last date for submitting applications was said to be October 9. 


However, according to sources in the fire department, the CDGK has already completed 80 percent of the hiring procedure for 400 more officials without waiting for the application submission deadline. “The advertising was done only as a formality,” sources said. “Hiring has been done purely on a political basis to benefit groups supporting the CDGK’s high ups. The city government is increasing the department’s burden by inducting more officials without paying attention to the technical side. Some higher officials are also behind this scam.” Sources also said that hiring more people may be a tactic to get rid of the extra payment made to firemen as overtime. 


The residential facilities provided to firemen, located in the vicinity of the central fire station near Federal Urdu University of Arts, Sciences and Technology (FUAAST) and behind CHK, are equally deplorable. There are 90 flats, divided into three blocks, A, B and C. The water and sewerage network in these blocks is totally damaged and the rusted, out-of-date water and sewerage pipelines are causing sewage and potable water to mix. These residential blocks were constructed in 1983. The flats were allocated to the firemen while 11 house-cum-bungalows were reserved for officials. 


“Streets that we once used to walk through are now filled with sewerage, making it impossible to make our way through them,” said Raza Ali, who has been living in these flats for 15 years. “The boundary walls of the underground water tank have also cracked as overflowing gutters have caused sewerage water to mix with the water in the main tank.” 


Another fireman, requesting anonymity, mentioned the ceilings of the three-story blocks where seepage from the broken pipeline had damaged the walls. “Due to these leakages, almost all apartments on the third floor have become risky to live in,” he said.


Residents of the flats said that they had submitted written complaints to the former chief fire officer Kazim Ali and also presented them to him once, all in vain. 

Also, around 30 houses in the area have been equipped with air conditioners and none of them has to pay the electricity bill. “These air conditioners consume a lot of power because of which other houses, which lack these facilities, have to face low voltage especially at night. Short circuits also happen often,” one fireman said.


Shah Alam, who has been residing in the area since 13 years, said that before the introduction of the new local government system in 2001, the defunct Karachi Metropolitan Corporation (KMC) used to have a maintenance budget for these flats but in the last seven years, nothing had been spent to resolve the water, sewerage and other issues faced by the families of these firemen.


When contacted, Chief Fire Officer Ehtishamuddin declined to comment and said that EDO Municipal Services Masood Alam had strictly ordered him to avoid the media on any issue related to the fire brigade department. Alam is not in the country, as he has accompanied the city nazim to New York to attend the Clinton Foundation Seminar to be held on Sept 28 and 29.

(By Jamil Khan, DailyTimes-B1, 28/09/2007)

OCTOBER

Public toilets in Karachi

KARACHI has no acceptable public toilet system for its 20 million citizens. This causes enormous difficulties for the people. As far as I remember, there were various public toilets in old areas like Kharadar, Saddar and Keamari but then the government or whoever was responsible for cleanliness/maintenance did not maintain the rooms properly and they did not build more around the city, hence the public restroom died its quiet death.


The CPLC is said to have built 28 toilets in Karachi in the past three years. Has anyone seen them? Only one at NIPA, one at Drig Road, one at Boating Basin and a few at Clifton and that’s all. If you have seen the CDGK website, they did not mention public toilets in public services link.


Singapore for its population of 4.6 million has 70,000 public toilets. Karachi for its 20 million people has fewer than 70. The city governments should take the responsibility for building public toilets at city centres, shopping areas and tourist spots. Public should be made aware about the proper use of public toilets, and high standard of cleanliness and upkeep should be made a compulsory requirement.

FURRUKH HUSSAIN ZAI, Karachi

(Dawn-6, Letter to the Editor, 09/10/2007)

More public toilets needed

CAN people be blamed for relieving themselves in open spaces in the absence of public toilets? Unfortunately city administrations and planners have failed to provide public toilets, or ensure that the system of sewerage and drainage is up to the mark. This explains the level of filth everywhere. Take an example from Karachi, where a paid toilet facility at Civil Hospital is frequented more than the ones in the hospital because it is relatively clean. This proves that people will pay for hygiene and convenience. So why hasn’t this simple logic been applied on a mass level? The Citizens-Police Liaison Committee, in partnership with the city government, started some paid toilet facilities in Karachi in 2000 but only built 31 out of 38 because of apathy on the part of the local government. The administration has to cooperate with the building of public toilets because it needs to sign off on issues like land, water, electricity, etc. Yet it seems the issue is at the bottom of their list of priorities. This is reflective of the low priority given to issues like sanitation which are as vital (if not more) to a country’s progress as the construction of roads and bypasses. More funds need to be spent on teaching people how to build makeshift toilets and about personal hygiene as this will reduce many health and environmental problems.


An international survey in 2005 estimated that approximately 45 per cent of Pakistani households do not have access to toilets. What’s worse is that only 51 per cent of houses are connected to some form of drainage. That speaks volumes of the level of sanitation in the country. This needs to change, starting with the revamping of cities’ drainage systems. In the meantime, public toilets must be built and well maintained.

(Dawn-7, 09/10/2007)

Identity crisis? May be not

I carried my daughter inside my body for nine months, changed my work timings, schedule, personal needs and desires for her, as every biological and non-biological mother in the world does. But to establish her existence and identity that the ‘B’ form establishes, my name was unnecessary. Only my husband’s, along with his identity card, was asked for. I did not need to exist to verify her existence — my husband did. I was outraged. But this was four years ago, and in Pakistan, four years is an eternity for outrage to remain focused on a single event. We pile on layers of daily atrocities till outrage itself is passe. 

However, that pales in comparison to the recent experience of Nighat Saeed Khan. The State of Pakistan via the National Database and Registration Authority (Nadra) has revoked her citizenship because she exists without a husband or mehram. She has been refused issuance of an identity card because unmarried women need the affirmation of the identity card of a male guardian (father, brother or uncle if all else fails) in order to be a citizen. Nighat’s father has passed away and she has no male family members who have not surrendered their Pakistani citizenship for another. 


The women’s movement was delighted when the courts ruled that adult women do not need the permission of their ‘wali’ to marry. Of course, we are now being told that they need a ‘wali’ to legally exist. 


As an election monitor, I have found countless identity cards of women in interior Sindh often not even carrying the names of women they have been issued to. The name box is often filled as wife of so and so or daughter number two of so and so. So Pakistani women’s identity and existence is hinged on and mediated by men. Irrespective of the age they marry at, fathers are the legally acknowledged caretakers and after marriage, pass on the protectorate to husbands, requiring a lengthy and dreary procedure of changing ID cards, driver’s licenses and passports. 


Ironically, the women’s movement was advocating the state being named as the ‘wali’ for women killed in karo kari cases. Because of Qisas and Diyat laws, men who in the name of honour, murder women they are related or married to, get away unscathed. This is because they are forgiven by the women’s ‘wali’, often the perpetrator himself or, because of prevalence of inter-family marriages, close relative of the perpetrator. So, a woman’s brother could be forgiven for murdering her by her father, who is obviously also the perpetrator’s father. Many women thought this right of forgiveness would be better vested in the state – a state unwilling to acknowledge that single women even merit independent existence – a state that constantly reinforces the need for a male guardian.


Meanwhile, the present regime has hung the scalp of women’s empowerment on its belt to prove acts of bravery. In a recent advertisement run by the government across all newspapers, the ruling dispensation announces that “we have empowered our women.” So may be I should tell Nighat not to despair because she does have the patronage and ownership of male patriarchs. May be, she should write down the general’s name as guardian and attach his identity card on her form.

(By Nazish Brohi, The News-20, 09/10/2007)

These faulty ATMs

FAULTY automated teller machines (ATM) seem to have become a regular occurrence right before Ramazan and Eid — and this year is no different. A report in Thursday’s paper highlights the problems many frustrated customers faced because they were unable to withdraw cash from ATMs in Karachi. This is especially upsetting as it is right before the Eid holidays when cash is needed more. ATMs are supposed to be convenient but they have become problematic with customers running from pillar to post trying to draw cash from various ATMs across town. When a decision was made two years ago to allow account holders to avail of ATM facilities of other banks, one had thought banks would better equip themselves to handle the increase in transactions that would take place or at least ensure their ATMs were always functional. That has not happened. Instead customers complain that ATMs are simply out of order, do not have enough cash and one often hears of people not being able to withdraw cash from the ATM but having their account debited nonetheless. What is particularly disappointing is the banks’ indifference to their customers’ complaints. What else explains their inability to fix the problem of not having enough cash in their ATMs at this time?


It is time to ask why the banking ombudsman has not acted on the issue of faulty ATMs or other customer complaints against banks. It was hoped that with the introduction of a banking ombudsman in 1997, consumer complaints would be addressed and action taken against erring banks. For whatever reason, that has not happened and frustrations on the faulty ATMs at least are growing. This makes it necessary for the banking ombudsman to step in and order that all banks ensure that their ATMs are always functional and always stocked with cash.

(Dawn-7, 12/10/2007)

The hand that rocks the cradle

In 1998, 32-year-old Asia Fatima (not her real name), also a practicing doctor in USA, came to the Edhi head office in Karachi in the hope of meeting Bilquis Edhi late at night. The personal secretary to Sattar Edhi, Anwar Kazmi, informed her that it was too late and that Bilquis had already left for home, but Asia insisted on meeting her because she had come from really far. When she was asked why she wanted to meet Bilquis, she said that her mother had passed away three years ago while her father had expired two months back. On his death bed, he revealed to her the biggest truth of her life: she was adopted from an Edhi home. “I traveled all the way to meet the lady who had saved me a long time ago and put me up for adoption. This is commendable,” she said, while talking to The News. Fatima is now married and has a daughter of four years of age. 


According to an Edhi source, around 30 corpses of infants are found every month all over the city, between zero to four years of age. Who are these children? No one knows but if only someone makes the effort of leaving them in an Edhi cradle or Edhi jhoolas as they are called, they can end up being adopted by childless couples. 

To date, around 17,600 kids have been given for adoption owing to the Edhi jhoola. 


It all started in 1949, when a newborn — found in Sarafa Bazaar — was handed over to Abdul Sattar Edhi. Later, Sattar gave the infant to a childless couple. After this incident, people started giving infants to Edhi if they found it anywhere. Earlier, Christian missionaries in the city were given such children who gave them up for adoption. However, after people came to know about Edhi’s efforts in this regard, such children were brought to these centres. Soon enough, a proper department was set up that was asked to look into the matter. 
Now being headed by Bilquis Edhi, the wife of Abdul Sattar Edhi, the establishment is now called the Edhi Child Adoption centre. The idea of a jhoola being placed outside every Edhi centre all over Pakistan eventually worked. A sign atop the cradle reads: “Leave your child in the cradle. Do not kill it and make it a criminal”. Talking to The News, Bilquis said that there is no probe regarding the person who leaves the child in the cradle. “A lot of people hesitate in giving their children due to police investigation or for fear of revealing their own identity. People who leave the child in these cradles could be subjects of poverty or the child may also be illegitimate” she said. Slowly, however, people began giving infants to the centers through Edhi jhoola. Every month, around 200 applications for adoption are received by the Edhi centre followed by a number of calls. Couples interested in adoption are selected by Bilquis herself. According to the rules set by the centre, couples married for more than five years are eligible for adoption. “This is to make sure that the couple won’t have kids in future so that the adopted child doesn’t feel neglected or sidelined” she explained. 


Once everything is given to Bilquis Edhi, she verifies the socio-economic status of the family along with other formalities and then hands over the child to them. Most children left in the jhoolas are girls. “Those couples demanding boys have to wait for months” she said.


To this, Anwer Kazmi said that “the demand for child adoption is very high. The irony is that we don’t get enough healthy children. Often, the children are pre-mature weighing two to three pounds. They don’t survive for long and even if they do, nobody adopts them.” 
Once the child is adopted, the family keeps informing Bilquis Edhi about the well being of the child for three years by sending the child’s photographs and videos. The concept behind the Edhi jhoola is to urge people not to abandon their children, leaving them to die, but to give them to the centre so that they can be adopted by good families who will take care of them. “There are many childless people who wait for months for adopting children from us, but we don’t have enough babies because a lot of them are found dead. If you do not wish to keep the baby, at least give them to us in a healthy condition so that deserving people can adopt them,” added Bilquis.

(By Sidra Rafique, The News-19, 13/10/2007)

Only 15 fire tenders catering to entire Karachi

With a mere 15 fire tenders available to deal with emergencies in the metropolis, it is safe to state that the city’s fire brigade department is extremely ill-equipped to provide security to the lives and properties of the millions of Karachi’s citizens. At the heart of this critical situation, according to sources informed of the current state of affairs, is corruption on the part of a higher official.


On the ground, recent experiences best expose the inadequacy of the fire brigade department and the inaction on the part of the concerned officials to address these potent shortcomings. Take for example an incident on Monday, in which a fire engine from the fire brigade’s head office was sent to participate in an extinguishing operation at Iqbal Centre, M. A. Jinnah Road. After being dispatched, the fire engine had not even covered half the distance to the operation site when it broke down. As a result, a fire tender from the Bolton fire station was called in its place. 


It would be pertinent to point out that Iqbal Centre is hardly a kilometre away from fire brigade head office, which brings into question the maintenance of the already thin fleet of fire engines. 


Consequently, due to the limited numbers of fire tenders, and the poor quality of those that are actually available, the victims of fires have had to face huge losses. By the time the tenders manage to reach the site of the blaze, the fire has, more often than not, already gone out of control or completely gutted the properties of citizens.


On Sunday, the city fire brigade department’s inadequacies were once again put on show. As a large number of fire tenders were struggling to cope with the huge fire at the century-old Radio Pakistan building, several other incidents were reported from other parts of the city.


Reports from fire brigade head office revealed that the department received at least four other complaints of blazes from the city’s outskirts in the afternoon while most of their fire tenders were busy tackling the blaze at the Radio Pakistan building. “It became extremely difficult for us to manage our fire tenders for later complaints as most were busy in the first incident,” the sources at the office said, adding, “One could imagine the difficulty in sending a fire tender from M. A. Jinnah Road to Link Road Super Highway and the extra time wasted meanwhile.”


Giving details of the incidents, sources told The News that in the early afternoon of Sunday, a fire incident took place in the meter room of Usmania Bara Market in Paposh Nagar at 2:30p.m. and three fire tenders were sent there. Meanwhile, another fire broke out in a cardboard warehouse in Qasba Colony, Orangi Town, at 4p.m, where two fire tenders were sent. Then, a trailer carrying green tea packets from Karachi to Peshawar caught fire near Link Road on the Super Highway, to which four fire tenders were sent. A fourth fire broke out in a mat shop in Cattle Colony and one fire tender was sent there. Many of these fire tenders reached the sites very late, resulting in huge losses.

However, even more disturbing is that all the engines sent to the aforementioned spots were the very same ones that were earlier engaged in the fire extinguishing operation at the Radio Pakistan building. A well informed source in the city fire brigade department told The News that if DHA and KPT had not sent their fire tenders to help out at the Radio Pakistan building, the city government would not have been able to send their own fire tenders to the four other places as there were no fire fighting vehicles available at stations nearby to the incidents.


There are twenty one fire stations in the city which are in supposed running condition - most have only one fire tender each. A reliable source said that 50 fire tenders were imported in 1997 out of which half a dozen were sent to Hyderabad, Nawabshah and Sukkur. Some 15 fire tenders have been sent to a factory in the SITE area for the purpose of maintenance while an equal number of fire engines have outlived their total life and are no more usable. 

However, despite the fact that a maintenance budget worth nearly Rs8 million was approved as recently as June-July this year, no vehicles have been repaired as yet. Presently, the city government has only fifteen fire tenders that are in order. The source added that the department imported expensive fire engines, each costing Rs13million, but these vehicles are designed to serve the intricacies of European countries, not Pakistan. The source further said that the fifty Iveco fire tenders imported in 1997 were all of Fiat Company (a Spanish company) and had an estimated life of some five years according to the local conditions of Pakistan. With 2007 now coming to an end, these engines have served twice their estimated lives. 


Moreover, not only are fire engines of the make of Hino or Isuzu are more suitable for the peculiarities of a city like Karachi, they also cost nearly four to six times less than an Iveco fire engine. 


The question that arises then is who is responsible. The source said that an executive level officer of the concerned department of the city government is involved in corruption and is about to be exposed since the city Nazim is after him. An inquiry is in progress in this regard and this man would shortly be exposed in front of the city Nazim and the citizens. Asked why the inquiry is taking so much time when the officer in question is already known, he said that the firemen and other officers of the department are afraid of losing their jobs if they disclose his name but the inquiry committee would soon present their report and the man would face severe consequences.

(By Farooq Baloch, The News-14, 30/10/2007)

NOVEMBER

Fire brigade, KWSB come under fire at City Council


KARACHI: The “inefficiency” of the “ill-equipped” Fire Brigade department, severe water shortage and other relevant issues of the Karachi Water and Sewerage Board (KWSB) were criticised at Thursday’s City Council session, in which members from both benches offered suggestions and showed reservations over the improvement of these two vital departments. 


The session was convened by City Naib Nazim Nasreen Jalil and was held at the City Council Secretariat on Thursday.

Both benches criticized what they called the fire brigade’s poor performance and lack of proper equipment to combat the increasing number of fire incidents in the city. Zareena Baloch, an Opposition member, related two major fire incidents at the PNSC building and Radio Pakistan, both of which occurred on Sundays. “The government should inquire why major fires break out on weekends,” she suggested.


Sarwat Arif from the treasury benches highlighted the lack of proper equipment and the poor performance of snorkels during the PNSC and Radio Pakistan fire incidents.


Another treasury bench member, Shabana Shahbaz, said that the recent fire incident at Radio Pakistan had damaged one of the city’s landmarks. “Since the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) owns the land of the Radio Pakistan building, it should also conduct an extensive inquiry of the incident,” she said.


Another member also pointed out that in spite of being one of the biggest towns of the city Gadap Town did not have a single fire brigade station.


Opposition member Imran Saeed Baghpati said that the lack of officials in different union councils was causing hurdles in issuing birth and death certificates. “A couple of months ago, the CDGK had inked an agreement with NADRA to issue birth and death certificates at union-council (UC) level as the latter was bound to train relevant staff. However, those who were trained by NADRA were unable to even use the keyboard properly,” he said.

He also suggested that the government should allow such UCs to hire computer literate staff on a contractual basis as NADRA will not accept certificates on the obsolete system.


On a ruling, Nasreen Jalil assured the house to summon NADRA officials in the house to clarify the matter.


KWSB MD Ghulam Arif Khan was called to the City Council for the first time so that he could respond to members’ queries. Work on different water projects under the ‘K-III’ for the supply of additional water was still going on. “The residents of Orangi Town would get an additional supply of water within the next couple of weeks as most of the work on the line to supply 4 MGD water was in its final stages. Almost 40 percent of the work on another line for Baldia Town will also be completed by next month,” he said.

A 72-inch diameter pipeline was also being installed to provide additional water to the residents of Clifton. 

The new system would supply water to different towns even if water supply through Hub Dam lowered in future. 
City Council members from Lyari, Saddar, Bin Qasim, Jamshed and Landhi towns also pointed out the short supply of water and demanded that metres should be installed to check the quantity KWSB claimed to supply. Khan informed that such metres would be installed in all 18 towns within the next few months and a tender had already been circulated. 


During the last three months after the launch of CDGK’s computerised complaint centre helpline number 1339, the KWSB received 15,000 complaints related to water and sewerage, and 13,000 of these were resolved. 
Dilawar Khan, an Opposition member, also pointed the [alleged] illegal activities of executive engineers (XEN) who deputed for water and sewerage in Keamari Town. “Water XEN Shahid Ali is involved in allowing illegal connections in the township, while Sewerage XEN Usman is regularly getting his salary despite being absent from his post for the last six years and two sewerage cleaners under his supervision also obtain salaries without performing their duties,” he said.


KPT officials were apparently selling water to foreign ships and getting charges in dollars, however, there was no record of such activities.


Khan announced that an inquiry would be initiated against these officials and asked Khan to cooperate by providing proof. 


Later, Nasreen Jalil asked Khan to set a time with the members and resolve their issues at UC level. 


The house also approved a resolution to allow CDGK’s land committee to accelerate the pace of work related to issuing lease to katchi abadis and resolve technical matters throughout the city. The resolution was tabulated by Asif Siddiqi of the treasury benches and approved unanimously. The session has been adjourned till November 3, 3 p.m.

(DailyTimes-B1, 02/11/2007)

Nadra employees caught in fake ID cards racket
KARACHI, Nov 16: The National Database and Registration Authority (Nadra) has caught some employees who were involved in the racket of preparing fake computerised national identity cards.


Dawn has learnt that these Nadra employees, most of whom were data entry operators, were caught because of the technology being used at the organisation. Nadra chief Brigadier (retd) Saleem Moeen confirmed that the employees had tried to put their own fingerprints on other people’s cards.


However, since their prints were already registered on the database, the overlap was detected. “Fewer than a hundred employees who were found to have been involved in this racket have been caught, sacked and cases have been registered against them,” said Mr Moeen from Islamabad. “They face a 10-year sentence under the new laws.”


However, sources told Dawn that every day, between 250 and 300 people across the country attempt to prepare fake CNICs and so far over a 100,000 such attempts had been detected. They maintained that Nadra took a soft approach towards the people found to have been involved in their racket.


Mr Moeen told Dawn almost all the people who attempt to get fake CNICs apply and pay the fee for urgent processing. When the computers detect that they already have cards, the new ones are blocked. When these people come to collect the cards, they are informed that their cards have been blocked and they leave quietly, without attempting to have the block removed. “Earlier, the penalties were very low so people did not fear the law much,” said the Nadra chief. “The new law increases the penalties and extends the prison sentence, which acts as a better deterrent.”


Passport dept in arrears 

Talking about Nadra’s success, Mr Moeen said that over 60 million CNICS had been issued and the database included over 90 million people, 30 million of them children. Of the over 6,000 union councils of the country, over 4,600 had been linked with the Nadra database and births in these areas were being registered, he said, adding that the remaining union councils would also be linked up soon. Mr Moeen conceded that in areas such as FATA, women were not allowed to get CNICs but maintained that efforts were under way to improve the situation.


Referring to Karachi, Mr Moeen said that although it is the country’s largest city and has relatively high literacy rates, it agreed to be linked up very late. Currently, 103 of the city’s 178 union councils have been linked up to register births. However, he pointed out that only 215 births had been registered from all the linked up union councils, and the low number suggests that everybody is not yet coming forward to report a birth.


Mr Moeen emphasised that Nadra offered the facility of having the identity of any person confirmed for a nominal rate of Rs50. “This way, people buying property, vehicles or entering into any sort of agreement can ensure that the other party is giving the correct identity,” he said. He said that banks and other concerns, who use this facility to confirm the identity of applicants, pay the fee promptly but the arrears in this regard of the passport department had crossed the Rs200 million mark. The Nadra chief added that some other services, such as inexpensive anti-theft devices for vehicles, had also been developed by his organisation. “The relevant government departments are being approached and hopefully, these services will be implemented soon,” he concluded.

(Dawn-17, 17/11/2007)

High prices send buyers to utility stores
KARACHI, Nov 27: The substantial price difference between rates on the retail market and those at the Utility Stores, in addition to inadequate supplies of certain essential items, has led to long and slow-moving queues outside the government-subsidised stores as citizens seek to benefit from lower ghee and atta prices.


While a 10-kilogramme bag of atta is available at the Utility Stores for Rs130, the same commodity costs Rs180-190 in the retail market. Similarly, the Utility Stores sell ghee at Rs67 per kilogramme, as opposed to a retail market price of Rs117. Gram pulse (dal channa) and moong pulse, which are available at Rs29 and Rs42 per kilogramme respectively at the subsidised stores, are otherwise being sold at between Rs36 and Rs45 for the former and from Rs45-50 for the latter, depending on the quality. The Utility Stores sell super rice and tota rice at Rs54 and Rs28 per respective kilogramme, while the retail market prices them at Rs68 and between Rs32-36 respectively.


Deeply perturbed by the unchecked rise of the prices of essential commodities in the retail markets, people have no option but to form long queues well in advance of the Utility Stores’ opening hours in the hope of getting their groceries while items are still available. The number of customers increases drastically when trucks loaded with atta arrive with supplies. However, sugar is not a much sought-after item at the Utility Stores this year because of the negligible price difference: it is being sold at Rs25 per kilogramme while being available in the open retail market at Rs26.


No control mechanism

The surge in the numbers of regular and franchised stores in the city – currently at 120 as opposed to 38 a year ago – has not helped alleviate the suffering of consumers who are forced to shop at the state-owned Utility Stores.


The longest queues can be seen in the more densely populated areas of the city. Due to the substantial difference in prices, a very large number of buyers with limited financial resources are forced to look towards the subsidised items in order to meet their daily needs.


The city government, which was assigned the task of keeping a check on and monitoring prices, has shown no progress in putting the brakes on the increasing prices of essential items. In the absence of effective price-control measures, retailers enjoy a free hand in squeezing as much money as possible from their customers’ pockets. While an official price list is issued every month by the city government, consumers have seen no signs of practical implementation.


Meanwhile, on the Utility Stores’ side, there have been reports that people – in connivance with the officials of the stores – have made pools in order to buy the maximum quantity of the items that are most in demand, so that they can then sell them at a profit to retailers.


This points towards a glaring deficiency in the working of the Utility Stores Corporation (USC): that it has not been able to come up with any mechanism to check the duplication of purchase. The real sufferers are the genuine buyers who either have to wait long hours for their goods, or even return empty-handed when they are informed that the stocks have been sold out for the day.


Supply outstrips demand 

The zonal manager Sindh of the Utility Stores Corporation, Masood Alam Niazi, told Dawn that the current crisis of availability has been recorded only for atta and ghee, because of the rocketing price difference with the retail market. The situation of other commodities, particularly sugar which is often subject to sudden price-hikes, is under control, he maintained.


“The quantity of atta being supplied to the stores has outstripped the demand,” he commented. “Karachi is getting 10,000 tonnes of atta every month out of PASSCO’s over 50,000-tonne supply for the whole country. There are an estimated 4,000 regular and franchised stores all over the country. Conversely, local flour millers are getting around 50,000 tonnes a month but nobody is monitoring the reasons why millers do not sell atta at reduced rates.”


Commenting that the rush of buyers at the Utility Stores can only be slowed down if the prices of daily-use items on the retail market level are effectively controlled, Mr Niazi pointed out that last year, sugar was a highly sought-after commodity because of higher market rates. As a result, the USC had to set up a system where customers had to first buy some other item to ‘earn’ the right to purchase sugar. The scheme was soon suspended, however, because of pressure from consumers. “We cannot check double or triple purchases in the absence of any controlling mechanism,” he stated.


Asked about the issue, the chairman of the Sindh circle of the Pakistan Flour Mills Association (PFMA), Chaudhry Ansar Jawed, said that the city gets 55,000 tonnes of wheat from the food department, against the requirement of 160,000 - 170,000 tonnes a month.


“The price of atta No.2.5 per 80-kilogramme bag has surged to Rs1,450 as compared to Rs1,400 in just a week,” he said. “This is because wheat prices have increased to Rs1,700 per 100 kilogrammes from Rs1,550 a week ago.” Mr Jawed added that huge quantities of wheat and atta are also being smuggled into Afghanistan, which has caused a shortage here in Pakistan.


Asked why atta remains expensive despite the fact that it is procured from the food department at Rs1,215 per 100-kilogramme bag, Mr Jawed said that mills have to blend official wheat with that from the open market in order to maintain the quality ratio, which increases the price.

(By Aamir Shafaar Khan, Dawn-16, 28/11/2007)
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Are we fun-loving?
In Pakistan the idea of recreation stops at nothing. We are truly a fun-loving people. Or is it a fallacy?
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Once upon a time, long long ago, people found exclusive time for recreation… or so we like to believe. It consisted of, we fondly imagine, being with family (there being so much of family that friends never figured), reading, walking and generally just slowing down to enjoy life.
The Wikipedia says: “Recreation or fun is the use of time in a manner designed for therapeutic refreshment of one’s body or mind.” I disagree. The ever versatile human race, especially its variety found in our homeland, can turn any situation into entertainment or vice versa. Consider the following fallacies:


Fallacy 1: funerals only bring sorrow

No one can imagine, nay no one will admit, that funerals can be and are recreation time. For the women who come to offer condolences, this is the chance to cry and be rid of all pent up anger or sorrow, before getting together with friends to gossip, finishing off with a hearty meal. The gossip at funerals is conducted from behind the ever handy protection of the dupatta drawn across the face, with the occasional relapse into the wailing and crying -- appearances have to be kept up. The Irish have a wake; we, the more self- conscious lot, have to tread a delicate balance between feigned sorrow and absorbing gossip. The men’s gossip, politics, is just as intense. After the funeral, there’s always the 3rd day, the next four Thursdays and finally the 40th day for continuity, each occasion ending with an elaborate meal. Recreation par excellence!


Fallacy 2: weddings always provide welcome festivities

The reality is different. In the days when women didn’t work, hotels and catering services didn’t exist, the women of the entire family would get together well before the wedding to prepare food. Today, food and other arrangements are taken care of by professionals. There is no need for women to converge on the wedding house. To overcome this handicap today, up to 10 functions are arranged for each wedding. The idea being, then and now, to get together and have fun! The ‘fun’ though takes a rather sharp turn when stress, fatigue, boredom, mischief and uncontrolled gossip cause fights and misunderstandings within the family, in particular with the new in-laws.
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Fallacy 4: religious occasions are recreation time

After 30 days of two meals a day, we pour 10 different varieties of siwayaan, chaat and other offerings from 10 different households into the poor stomach within a short space of time. Fun? We wait impatiently for the butcher to slaughter our qurbani so that we can get on with sorting, cooking and distributing meat to our near and dear ones. Exchanging plates of raw meat, having to eat others’ quickly (and therefore, half-cooked) qurbani, while mentally counting how many more homes remain ‘to be done’ is hardly fun. Even the children, whose main aim is collecting eidie, are overfed, tired and cranky before the day is even half done.


Fallacy 5: recreation can be found at home

Never has this been true. In the olden days, the mela was an event all looked forward to. It was a regular feature of life, time to eat, eat and eat some more, and go slightly wild on the buying spree. Here was where you found fun away from the tentacles of the family. Today’s mall has replaced the mela. Far more civilised in terms of cleanliness and dust-free environments, the food and the shopping remain just as tempting. As young men and women went to the mela to eye each other in the past, today’s youngsters head to the temperature-controlled environs of the mall.


Fallacy 6: fun requires your active participation

Not true. Grandmothers told stories to the little ones in the once-upon-a-time era. Visiting bards sang Heer Ranjha or Bullay Shah sitting under a tree as the hookah was passed around. Modern-day replacement is television, that ‘idiot box’ that has taken over our lives. Its programmes have taken the form of live telecasts. In Pakistan, for example, most of us sat glued to our television sets during the May 12 and Lal Masjid telecasts. That this action was coming at a massive and regrettable cost to Pakistani lives was taken in stride. The bag of popcorn or potato chips is passed around as we listen and watch with rapt attention to people being killed.


Fallacy 7: work and recreation times are entirely separate

Visit any government office in Pakistan, and you will see work and recreation are so closely entwined, it is almost impossible to tell one from the other.

Fallacy 8: recreation is therapeutic

Strangely, ill health provides good entertainment. Lengthy discussions are held on how chronic illnesses are getting worse, and new ones threatening to appear. The mind loves to dwell on its miseries — it actually quite enjoys them. Of course, it is only when ‘ill health’ does not stop you from doing the things that you want to do that it is fun.


Fallacy 9: one person’s recreation is not a threat to anyone else

Young men performing wheelies not only often seriously injure or kill themselves, they are a real threat to all others on the road. Kite flying is today a die-die situation. The metal covered strings slice everything that they encounter: from humans to telephone and electricity wires.


Fallacy 10: as one species, we humans have similar ideas about recreation

Wrong. Culture dictates what we find fun and what we classify as absolute taboo. In parts of the world, dating, dancing, drinking...3Ds… are perfectly acceptable. Here, girls are killed over the slightest indication of indulgence in any of these. Cell phones and chat channels help people remain in touch — in theory. In our world, relationships have gone sour, fights are undertaken and blackmail is rampant thanks to these ‘fun’ activities.


In short, then, here in Pakistan our idea of recreation stops at nothing. We are truly a fun-loving people!

(By Sumeera Raja, Dawn-The Magazine, 16/12/2007)

Nine slaughter spots identified

To avoid an unpleasant situation on Eid-ul-Azha, the Jamshed Town administration has identified nine spots in the 13 union councils of the town, for animal scarifice. The mass animal sacrifice will be held in China ground - Kashmir Road, Aga Khan park - Soldier bazaar, Murtaza ground - Block-6 PECHS, Mehmood Ghaznavi ground - Block-2 PECHS, Shohda ground UC-10, Grammar ground - Jut Line, Green belt - Mehmoodabad, T and T office park Lines Area and Usmania Park UC-10.
While unveiling the offal disposal plan, Town Nazim, Jawed Ahmed stated that town officials will be on duty from 8.00 a.m. to 8.00p.m., to ensure the operation of the offal and animal waste procedure during the three Eid days and ensure complete cleanliness in all the Union Councils (UC). Loaders and dumpers have been hired to remove offal from different UCs and transfer the waste to two central stations set up in Shohda ground UC-10 [Offal center 1] and near Sunday bazar, Mehmoodabad/Baloch colony [Offal Center 2]. 


Offal and other waste removed from Union Councils 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 and 13 will be collected in Offal Center-1 while waste from the remaining UCs will be collected in Offal Center 2, this waste is later to be disposed at landfill sites. Slaked lime will also be sprinkled across the town. Meanwhile, in case of any inconvenience, complaints can be lodged in the town Control Room 4547214/ 4538534/ 4386964-5.

(The News-19, 20/12/2007)
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At the lowest rung
By Zubeida Mustafa


This piece is about domestics, mainly housemaids, who are the subject of the cover story in The Review this week. They have received a considerable share of media attention of late, and regrettably for negative reasons. I will not write about the ‘misdeeds’ of a number of them — thieving habits, inefficiency, sloth and so on. We seem to forget that some of the richest classes of society are also robbing the nation of its wealth. They do it in a sophisticated way no doubt, but that does not change the fact that it is theft they indulge in. As for people’s work ethics, the less said the better. And these are the white collar workers who are educated and can put in more time and effort for what they are paid. Then why pick on the poor ‘maasi’ who is mostly uneducated and struggling to feed her family and, in many cases, educate her children.


What needs to be looked into is the power equation among people that determines their attitude towards each other. That includes our dealings with the maasis. Are the strong entitled to exploit and subjugate the weak? That is what is happening in our society today and the stories of two maasis that were brought to my attention recently vindicate this impression. In both cases the ‘begum sahibas’ accused their domestics — young girls — of theft.


I do not know whether they had really stolen what they were accused of having taken. There was no feasible proof to substantiate the charge of theft yet the girls were declared to be guilty and subject to corporal punishment and one of them was handed over to the police who locked her up in prison — along with the mother who refused to let go of her daughter — after registering an FIR.


Given our tolerance of the misdeeds of the rich and the powerful, one can well ask where the forbearance of these two employers went when it came to what they believed to be theft by the two girls? Since the girls were vulnerable, being poor, socially disadvantaged, uneducated and with no knowledge of their own rights and denied access to legal aid, these maids became victims of serious abuse. Would this treatment have been meted out to them had they been in a position to resist or take their oppressor to task? Certainly not. It has been observed that a bully invariably retreats when he/she meets with resistance and retaliation from an assertive victim.


This is a manifestation of the injustice that is the hallmark of our society. It also points to the fact that it cannot be taken for granted that every individual will have his rights and liberties respected and safeguarded as a matter of course. The fact is that social status and economic empowerment are key factors in determining a citizen’s capacity of winning his fundamental rights and seeking redress when he has been hurt by the actions of others. The fact is that if you have money, education and status you can throw your weight around and get your voice heard.


Ours is a highly stratified society, all the claims of Islamic musawat, notwithstanding. In the absence of social justice and egalitarian structures, how can the weak ward off exploitation? Anthropologists observe that the rules of the game simply cannot be changed because the rules are so unequally and unfairly framed that those at the lowest strata of society cannot effect a change while those at the top do not want to relinquish their power and privilege. The reaction of those who are denied their rights varies. Some simply struggle on. Others become despondent and angry. There are still others who resort to all means foul and fair to rectify this imbalance.


In this far from ideal situation, one can at least condemn the recourse to violence by any party and least of all by the one who has the deck stacked in his favour. Of all the workers, the domestics are the most exploited. They are not unionised. They have no structured working hours and many times the nature of their responsibilities are not even clearly defined and can hardly be categorised as professional. That leaves them at the mercy of the employer. The least the employer can do is not use violence against them.

(By Zubeida Mustafa, Dawn-The Review, 16/08/2007)

What a price to pay

It often happens that when you register your protest, no matter how justified you are, over something that concerns many others, you find yourself alone. That’s what happened to me when I was at my favourite nimko-cum-bakers just before Eid. A bit out of the way, I don’t go there often but when I do, I fill up my basket with lots of stuff to last me some time.


So, arriving loaded with goodies at the cash counter, I was surprised at the bill that far exceeded my expectations. I inquired about the rates of everything I had bought, something, like most people, I seldom do. A packet of nimko that used to be for Rs40 earlier was now Rs50 a piece. While this price hike may not seem significant when you look at what has happened to the gold rate, I was just plain annoyed because they had increased Rs10 in one go.


Looking at it in retrospect, I realise everything is showing a far greater price increase so I really should not have been as irritated as I was. But having to pay more for everything these days, I was annoyed at this happening each time I went shopping, and that is why I had complained to the nimko cashier, who was also the owner.


“Bibi, the price of everything is increasing these days. We, too, have to pay more for flour and ghee so we can’t help but increase our rates too,” was the response I got in less than a polite tone.


With others around me either ignoring me as they would ignore an uncivilised person, or simply staring at me with a “Hurry-up-and-leave-the-counter” kind of look, I persisted. “But the price of flour has not shot up so much that you have to charge ten rupees more for each packet? A couple of rupees would have been more reasonable. Everyone is using inflation as an excuse to make more money these days,” I blurted out.


Somewhat satisfied for having at least raised my voice against what I felt was unfair, I left the place but not without noticing that nobody else bothered to take a cue and say at least a word or two about the price rise. They, too, must have felt the pinch of inflation but were just too indifferent or prudish to raise a voice against it at any level.


Prices, particularly of food items, have been rising sharply in the last few months. According to a finance ministry report, food inflation surged by 13 per cent in September, the highest-ever increase in any month of the fiscal year 2007-08 due to the surge in demand for food items during Ramazan. It was a time when we saw the price of tomatoes shooting up to Rs140 per kilo. Though prices have come down a bit after Ramazan, they are still high enough to make a middle class salaried person’s cash run out way before the arrival of the next payday.


As for the poor, how they manage to survive when even a roti seems to be out of their purchasing power is a miracle and beyond comprehension. At four rupees a piece, tandoori roti is no less than a luxury for a poor man. With still some time to go before winter sets in, eggs are being sold at Rs53 a dozen when I last checked. It should not be surprising if we have to dish out a hundred rupees for a dozen eggs by the end of the year!


Food inflation in Pakistan is now admitted to be higher than in other South Asian countries and prices of everything else higher than they were before. But, surprisingly, according to the recently released Global Competitiveness Report 2007-08 of the World Economic Forum, Pakistan has managed to decrease public debt and contain inflation. The country-specific section of the report shows that inflation in Pakistan has decreased from 9.10 to 7.20 per cent. How they managed to come up with this kind of figure is too complicated for a consumer to understand.


We live in a land where high-end profit is the rule by which everyone does business – be it importers, industrialists, wholesalers, middlemen or retailers. A profit of 200 per cent or more on an average is the norm for many involved. The government is not bothered about it and has other issues to keep itself busy with. Those responsible for this are busy counting their cash, and we, the consumers, are registering little protest.


The present uncertain conditions are going to further jack up prices, and guess what? One will simply have to pay more.

(By Ambreen Arshad, Dawn-The Review, 08/11/2007)
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