Giving something back through images

Andre Gossick and Maciek, who are Polish by birth, are professional freelance photographers. Recently they were in Karachi, for their work, which they displayed on one section of the Lyari Expressway which faced the small locality of Iqbal Colony in Teen Hatti. 


Andre and Maciek, are heavily inspired by street life. Their photographs capture the ordinary moments comprising of people going on about their work, and their routine life, but for these two photographers, these moments are worthy of being sealed forever in their photographs. 


Besides some pictures which have been uploaded on their online web page called the Underfire Gallery, [www.fotolog.com/underfiregallery] the two photographers, have collected more than three thousand pictures from their recent tour which they started from Poland, traveling on to Turkey, followed by Syria, Iraq, Iran, and finally Pakistan. In Pakistan, they came to Quetta first from Iran, and then to Karachi. 


“Our muse is to work with the common man on the road when we take pictures,” says Andre. “When we go to a new city, we walk on the streets, looking for a place, which we find good enough for our exhibition.”


Unlike many other photo artists, Maciek and Andre have a ‘utopian’ concept of having their photo galleries displayed for people. They say they do not necessarily believe in holding an exhibition of their photos in the main city. Instead, they find a small area, try and connect with the people who live there, and then display their pictures there, especially for them. 

“You can say that it is a source of inspiration for us to see the interest with which people come to see our pictures,” they say.


Teen Hatti’s Iqbal Colony is a small slum locality, which falls exactly adjacent to the Lyari Expressway. Its people live in harmony with each other, a mixed population of Urdu-speakers, Punjabis, Muslims, and Christians. 

“When we were wandering in Karachi, we found ourselves here, and we made friends with the people here, too,” says Maciek. “When we connected with these people, we found them to be so hospitable, and so friendly, we immediately made a connection. We even took their pictures, which we are going to display to other places in the world.”


Maciek, who happens to have a very striking appearance, with his long dread-lock braid, and his large round ear studs, almost automatically happened to attract attention to the residents of the place. A trigger-happy camera man, he first displayed the prints on the wall of the Lyari Expressway, and then as the children, who were already over-excited by the sight of two camera men, came rushing forwards, he began taking pictures of the people around in order to capture their expressions and sentiments. 


A large crowd hung around the ‘gallery’, some expressing their curiosity at what the two foreigners were doing, the others taking a more avid interest and actually coming up and staring blatantly at the pictures, asking which places they were from. 


The pictures which were displayed were from Nepal, England, Poland, Brazil, and Germany. According to the photo artists, the pictures they had taken from this recent tour had not yet been developed, so those would have to be displayed later. 


“Our experience in Pakistan has been very strange,” says Andre, “We have seen the mass slaughtering of goats and cows on Eid, which we have never seen before, then we were caught here in Karachi after Benazir Bhutto was killed, and then we experienced being imprisoned in our room while the city was undergoing riots. But the gallery that we displayed made us forget everything that we went through, and it really lifted our spirits to see how much the children and the people of Iqbal Colony appreciated our gesture. It was like they gave us, something, so we gave them something back.”

(By Xari Jalil, The News-19, 06/01/2008)

Lyari community project suffered heavy losses
KARACHI, Jan 6: The computer centre, library, industrial home, technical centre, eye clinic, typing institute, boxing club and dental clinic all set up and run by the Lyari Community Development Project in the Lyari Town have suffered considerable damage in the violence that ravaged many such institutions in the town in the aftermath of Ms Benazir Bhutto’s assassination on Dec 27.


A pubic welfare institution, the LCDP had been playing a commendable role for years in imparting technical education to children and youths to enable them to have a respectable livelihood. At the same time, the institution was rendering valuable medical services to the ailing humanity of the town, mostly comprising the low-income group.


These facilities were attacked by rioters who went on the rampage taking advantage of the charged atmosphere that prevailed across the country after the death of Ms Bhutto. The rioters either damaged or took away everything present in these facilities before setting the project’s building ablaze.


Mohammad Hussain Mehnati, Amir of Jamaat-i-Islami, Karachi, visited the institution on Sunday as part of the party’s initiative to assess the losses incurred during the violence.

He was of the view that the losses suffered by businessman community, industrialists and individuals were colossal. He held the government functionaries concerned and the law-enforcement agencies responsible for the losses, accusing them of negligence and dereliction of duty.


Mr Mehnati said the situation could have been brought under control immediately after the riots broke out had the government taken interest in maintaining law and order.

He claimed that the law-enforcement agencies had left citizens at the mercy of the anti-social elements.He said the colossal losses suffered by masses had no precedent in the history of Karachi. He also demanded appropriate actions against all those who were involved in the rioting and also those who failed to check them.

(Dawn-14, 07/01/2008)

President lays foundation of Signal-free Corridor II

I knew my decisions would hurt my popularity

There is no political solution to terrorism and we have to break its back at all costs said President Pervez Musharraf. He said that the Army and Rangers would remain deployed both during and after the general elections 2008; those intent on creating trouble, he said, would be shot dead.


The president, speaking at the foundation stone laying ceremony of Signal-free Corridor II - which runs from Sharea Faisal to Surjani Chowrangi - held at the Governor House on Monday, also said that the policy adopted in regard to the judiciary and media was perfect because it was in the larger interest of the country. Though he knew that such decisions would undermine his popularity, he still made the decision keeping in mind the national interest. It was a bitter pill to swallow, said the president, stressing that if such crisis recurs in future, he would not hesitate to repeat his policy decisions.


President Musharraf said that the flour crisis would be controlled in a few days and that a new strategy had been chalked out to avert other crises erupting in the coming days in regards to other essential goods and eatables.

Those present on the occasion included Sindh Governor Dr Ishratul Ebad, Caretaker Chief Minister Sindh Justice (Retd) Abdul Qadir Halepota and City Nazim Syed Mustafa Kamal. 


President Musharraf lauded the performance of the city Nazim and said that he was young, dynamic and an energetic leader. He said that Kamal was playing a vital role in the development of Karachi. 

During his address, the president also said that, at the moment, three things are needed in the country: Continuous economic sustainability, fair, free and transparent elections and the elimination of terrorism.


Pointing out that bomb explosions were taking place everywhere across the country, he said that the country cannot confront them by escaping. There was no political solution to such acts; the only solution was to eliminate it from its roots, which would be done at all costs, said Musharraf.

He said that the country was passing through a great crisis and the country’s expenditures had increased owing to the oil crisis in the international market, which had increased expenditures by Rs140 billion.


Keeping this in view, said the president, the subsidy had had an adverse impact on the treasury with the government also providing a subsidy in flour and in Wapda, adding that it was now high time to take some tough decisions

He said that these tough decisions would improve economic stability. Musharraf said that the foreign exchange reserves, which had reached Rs17 billion, had now been reduced. However, he remained resolute saying that while the present situation was critical it was still “do-able”. Meanwhile the president also laid the foundation stone of Bin Qasim Industrial Park.

(By Fasahat Mohiuddin, The News-13, 15/01/2008)

Compensation ordered for people displaced by Lyari Expressway
KARACHI, Jan 18: A division bench consisting of Justices Munib Ahmed Khan and Syed Pir Ali Shah of the Sindh High Court asked the city district government to pay up compensation to the people displaced by the Lyari Expressway in accordance with the law and court orders by January 29.

Thirty-five petitioners belonging to Rahmatia Colony, Gulshan-i-Iqbal, and other areas submitted through Advocate Ghulam Qadir Jatoi that the CDG official concerned had undertaken in May 2007 to satisfy the compensation claims after scrutiny of their documents. No action had, however, been taken to compensate them. The bench asked the respondent government to settle the claims by Jan 29.


Detainee’s identification parade

The anti-violent crime unit, which has allegedly been stalling on a parade to ascertain the identity of a person held by it as a brother of notorious dacoit Mashooq Brohi, requested the Sindh High Court on Friday to order an identification parade by a judicial magistrate or an anti-terrorism court.


Detainee Shahid Rind was produced by Central Prison authorities before a division bench comprising Justices Yasmin Abbasy and Farrukh Zia Shaikh following a fresh application moved by his uncle, Ghulam Hussain Rind, in his pending petition against Shahid’s unlawful confinement. Shahid was picked up while travelling in a bus from Hub to Karachi along with Ghulam Hussain in July 2007. According to police, Shahid had been moving about with an assumed name to conceal his identity. He was Bahadur Brohi, brother of Mashooq Brohi and son of Rasul Bux Brohi.


A division bench that heard the habeas corpus petition quashed in October an encounter case registered belatedly to justify his arrest and detention ordered his medical examination and a parade to ascertain his real identity and asked anti-corruption director A.D. Khwaja to hold a probe into the detainee’s allegations of torture and maltreatment. Ghulam Hussain again approached the court earlier this month alleging that the directions had not been complied with even after lapse of over three months.


An anti-corruption official said Shahid and his counsel did not co-operate in the probe against torture allegations. The police said he was not released because of an anti-terrorism court warrant against ‘Bahadur Brohi’ in a kidnapping-for-ransom case. An identification parade could not be held because the anti-terrorism court and the judicial magistrate were in disagreement over the question of jurisdiction. The police produced copies of four FIRs, all naming ‘Bahadur Brohi’ as an accused. They included two FIRs relating to the quashed encounter case and two alleging a kidnapping-for-ransom offence triable under the Anti-Terrorist Court. The police requested the bench to order an identification parade by a competent judicial authority.


The bench observed that ‘Bahadur Brohi’ had subsequently been named as an accused in the FIRs against ‘unknown’ culprits. In any case, the detainee produced before it claimed to be Shahid Rind. An identification parade should have been held and the detainee released as required by the court order of October 2007.


Appearing for the petitioner, Advocate Adnan Karim submitted that the detainee should have been freed after the quashment of the two FIRs against him. An identification parade was meant only to establish his identity and not to prolong his detention. To be a brother of a notorious offender was no crime in itself. He could have been re-arrested if he was found involved in any other case. He said he was not initially named in the ‘blind FIRs’. An identification parade at this stage when he has received wide publicity over television channels would be unfair as his face was now recognizable and any ‘planted’ witness could identify him as ‘Bahadur Brohi’.


The bench decided to hear detailed arguments on the legality of an identification parade and asked federal government standing counsel Sofia Saeed and Additional Advocate-General Haleema Khan to address arguments in reply to the contentions raised by Advocate Adnan Karim on January 24.


Over-charging by bank

Advocate Kiran Ahmed has filed a Rs40 million suit for declaration, permanent injunction and damages on behalf of her parents against a foreign commercial bank for ‘arbitrarily’ and inordinately enhancing the amount of monthly instalments due on a housing loan.


The plaintiffs, Mushtaq Ahmed and his wife, said they obtained a loan facility of Rs1.9 million to finance purchase of a house in Gulistan-i-Jauhar where they are putting up with their family. They were to pay instalments of Rs23,600 every month over a period of 12 years at the mark-up rate of 9.99 per cent. The house was mortgaged to the bank as security.

The repayment commenced in June 2004. After June 2005, the bank raised the rate of ‘interest’ to 14 per cent and demanded higher instalments. In 2006, the ‘interest’ rate was raised to 15.34 and the monthly instalment to Rs 29,000.


The bank warned them that the rate could be increased to as much as 22 per cent. When the debtors expressed their inability to pay the exorbitant instalments, the bank threatened to auction their property.

The plaintiff said the arbitrary recovery amounted to extortion. The loan was obtained for a basic need against a fixed mark-up rate, which could not be increased. In fact, with the repayment of their loan, their equity in the property should have gone up and the amount reduced. Besides, the loan was not interest-based and bank could not charge ‘interest’, least of all compound interest.

(By Shujaat Ali Khan, Dawn-17, 19/01/2008)

Demolition of houses along LEW condemned

Muttahida Majlis-e-Amal’s (MMA) former members of the Sindh Assembly Yonous Barai and Nasrullah Khan Shajji have condemned the demolition of houses in Madina Colony in Gulshan-e-Iqbal Town to clear the passage for the under-construction Lyari Expressway (LEW). 


Speaking at a press conference on Thursday, they said that around 150 houses in Madina Colony had been facing serious danger of demolition and that some of the houses were already demolished as the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) continued with its demolition operation despite a stay order of the Sindh High Court (SHC) till February 14.


They said that residences of Madina Colony in union council No 8 of Gulishan-e-Iqbal Town should be paid compensation for their mandatory resettlement under the supervision of the superior court before the demolition of their houses. They demanded that the CDGK should stop the demolition operation forthwith so that more families could be saved from being rendered homeless owing to the careless functioning of the city’s authorities.

(The News-14, 27/01/2008)

FEBRUARY

LEW: New port-to-highway expressway opens for traffic

KARACHI: President Pervez Musharraf inaugurated the southbound carriageway of the Lyari Expressway and the Karachi Tools, Dies and Moulds Centre (KTDMC) Monday.

The ceremony took place at Governor House and was attended by Sindh Governor Dr Ishrat-ul-Ebad Khan, caretaker Chief Minister Justice (Retd) Abdul Qadir Halepota, Federal Communications Minister Barrister Habib-ur-Rehman, City Nazim Mustafa Kamal and members of the Sindh Cabinet. 


The carriageway, which connects Mauripur to Sohrab Goth, has been completed at a cost of Rs 13 billion, of which Rs 8.22 billion were spent on construction and Rs 5 billion spent on the costs of resettling affected localities.


Musharraf said the mega Lyari expressway is a gift to Karachi and will bring in two important and pleasant changes in their lives. “It will ease traffic congestion, providing a non-stop travel facility from the Karachi Port to the Super Highway, and provide decent and well-planned residences to those living in bad conditions on the Lyari embankment,” he explained.


The president recalled seeing the dwellers of this area in dire conditions during his school life and said that he was happy to see them move to clean and decent residential areas in the three planned townships where all the basic amenities are available. 


Terming it a “good achievement”, President Musharraf said it was an important project which will reduce travel time significantly. He congratulated former Minister for Communications Shamim Siddiqui, the National Highway Authority (NHA), and Federal Works Organisation (FWO) teams for completing the Northern Bypass and the Lyari Expressway projects. He asked the NHA to expedite the completion of the northbound carriageway of the Lyari Expressway and said that the Sindh governor has informed him that encroachments have already been removed from two places and will soon be removed from the third.


President Musharraf also talked about the highways that the NHA is constructing in Sindh including the Sehwan-Ratodero highway and the 960-kilometre Gwadar-Ratodero (M9) highway. The M9 will serve as an inter-provincial link, connecting Balochistan to Sindh, NWFP and Punjab via the National Highway.

He also appreciated the performance of the City Nazim Mustafa Kamal, in undertaking development work and completing two signal-free corridors in Karachi which will supposedly reduce travel time between Defence Housing Authority and Nazimabad to 20 minutes. He said that Karachi has never seen such vast development activity in its history as it has witnessed in the last five or six years. 


President Musharraf said that the Rs 515 million KTDMC has state of the art facilities to help the engineering industry get precise moulds and dies, as well as consultancy for their projects.

He called it a unique example of public-private cooperation, which, headed by private sector experts, will not only train skilled manpower but also produce tools, dies and moulds for industrial purposes and provide facilities for designing, consultancy and manufacturing.


This project is absolutely in line with the government’s strategy of forging ties between education, especially in engineering, and the industry, as part of the larger strategy to achieve the goals of poverty alleviation and job creation. The government will be opening nine new universities with the help of developed countries to produce world-class engineers and technicians in fields relevant to Pakistan’s needs, said the president. This is the future of the technical and industrial development of Pakistan and is necessary for poverty alleviation.


He underlined the need to establish skill development centers in the country to train people in short courses of four to six months. “I am encouraging the Pakistan Army to open centers to teach plumbing, shuttering, scaffolding (pipe jointing) and other methods to earn a livelihood, not only in Pakistan but also abroad, especially in the Middle East. We must wake up and impart skills that will allow the less-educated to get jobs,” he said. 


President Musharraf spoke about how a special satisfaction upon completion of every important national project, adding that it is an honour to be able to do anything for this great country.


Earlier, NHA Chairman Major General Imtiaz Ahmed said that special care is being taken to cause minimum possible impact to the residential areas in the way of the Lyari Expressway project. Some 24,000 families were re-settled in three different locations with all the necessary amenities. 


KTDMC Chairman Munir K. Bana said the centre is equipped with computer-based engineering technology for making dies, tools and moulds. This non-profit project will produce tools, moulds and dies, train skilled workers, offer digital designing, upgrade the local engineering sector and earn an annual revenue of Rs 75 million by completing production orders. 

(DailyTimes-B1, 12/02/2008)

NHA temporarily restricts heavy traffic on LEW

KARACHI: The National highway Authority (NHA) has placed a total restriction on heavy traffic passing through the recently constructed Lyari Express.


This expressway, inaugurated by President Musharraf Monday, was specifically designed for heavy traffic but currently instructions have strictly prohibited its use by even rickshaws, motorcycles or buses. 


When contacted regarding these directives, the NHA Sindh Director, Yousaf Barkazai, hesitantly confirmed the restriction of heavy traffic. However, he assured that this was temporary, until the completion of the other track. 

It has been clarified that this expressway will not be solely dedicated to heavy traffic, but nevertheless heavy traffic from the port has been advised to take the Northern Bypass. 

It is pertinent to note that the sixteen-and-a-half-kilometer long expressway cost Rs 8.22 billion and after a yearlong construction schedule, only one track has been made operational, with the other track still under construction. 


The construction of the Lyari expressway entailed relocation of more than 24,000 families from the construction site (Maripur till Sohrab Goth) to areas such as Hawkes Bay, Taisar and Baldia towns. The northern sites are still waiting to be bulldozed and relocated. The entire relocation and bulldozing process has so far cost Rs 4.25 billion. 


The speeding on the expressway has been limited to 80 MPH, and the engineers and experts have expressed their reservations over the restriction of heavy traffic on the expressway, specifically built with Iranian assistance for such traffic after displacing multitude of homes and relocating many suburbs. 


Experts have expressed the possibility of failure if only light traffic is allowed on the expressway. The heavy traffic will have to take the longer route of the Northern Bypass and it will take 20 to 30 minutes to reach the super highway alone.

(DailyTimes-B1, 13/02/2008)

The white elephant that is the Lyari Expressway
KARACHI, Feb 13: In what was widely seen as an election campaign gimmick, President Pervez Musharraf inaugurated the southbound carriageway of the Lyari Expressway on Monday. The inauguration performed from the safety of the Governor’s House was designed to provide an occasion for the MQM-controlled city government to add one more feather to its cap – one more project in its long list of ‘achievements.’


It is a different matter that for all practical purposes the expressway is still incomplete. Worse still, it is disgracefully behind schedule. The benefits it will bestow on the citizens of Karachi will only be known when it becomes operational.


President Musharraf had laid the foundation stone of this project in May 2002, and the National Highway Authority that was responsible for it had promised to complete the expressway in 30 months – that is by Nov 2004. Even now, only one section of the expressway (from Sohrab Goth to Mauripur) has been partially completed – work on 16 flyovers and four intersections still goes on.


Costing a fabulous Rs8.2 billion, the expressway will supposedly ease traffic congestion in the city by providing a signal-free corridor for light traffic going from Sohrab Goth to Mauripur and then on to the KPT, Merewether Tower and Maulvi Tamizuddin Khan Road. Given the absence of a holistic approach to town planning and traffic engineering, one cannot be sure whether the expressway will really “empty the roads of Karachi of the traffic jams that have become a permanent feature of the city,” as the director of the Lyari Expressway Project had boasted to me when I had visited LEP about two years ago.


Over this period many other flyovers, underpasses and signal-free corridors have been completed in the city only to show that small stretches offer a free flow of traffic, which invariably ends in a bottleneck at the exit point.

Will it be the same with the Lyari Expressway? Heavy traffic will in any case use the Northern Bypass, which entails a distance nearly thrice as much as the 16.5km expressway. The more pertinent question that will be asked is whether the Rs8.2bn spent on the expressway was worth it. There are experts who believe that better results could have been achieved by skilful traffic management and at a phenomenally lower cost.


What is disturbing is that enough planning did not go into the construction of the expressway. For instance, no environmental impact assessment was undertaken. This was admitted by the revenue department whose records note: “No such assessment undertaken but it is certain that the natural environment along this stretch of the Lyari River will improve substantially after the construction of the expressway.” Nor was any survey conducted to assess how land use will change after this massive project becomes operational.


Human cost

The human cost of the Lyari Expressway has been incalculable. Nearly 24,000 families have been displaced — often quite brusquely — and ostensibly settled in three sites at a cost of Rs5bn. While inaugurating the project President Musharraf remarked that as a schoolboy he had seen people living in shanty towns in the Lyari riverbed and he was happy that they had been shifted to townships where basic amenities such as schools, playgrounds, parks and other facilities are available.

That is true but there is another side of the picture as well. The three sites — Taiser Town, Hawkesbay and Baldia — are far removed from the city centre and transport is not readily available at all hours. Many of the affected people lost their jobs simply because they could not commute to work early in the morning.


Besides, the amount paid to those uprooted (Rs50,000 per family) was not enough to build a roof above their heads. Many complained of lack of amenities such as water supply and health facilities. Some never received the compensation that had been promised while it was claimed that some who never lived in the Lyari River area managed to get a plot, thanks to their ‘connections.’


That all has not been hunky-dory for the evictees in their new homes is evident from the fact that the land mafia has been quick to move into these townships. Why would anyone well settled in a place with no problems wish to sell off his plot?

(By Zubeida Mustafa, Dawn-17, 14/02/2008)

MARCH

Lyari Expressway-Northern Bypass
CDGK wants Centre to return toll tax collected from projects


KARACHI: The City Council has demanded the federal government and its Communications department hand over the toll tax collected from the Lyari Expressway and Northern Bypass to the city government as both projects lie in the administrative jurisdiction of the City District Government Karachi (CDGK). 


The council also adopted seven other resolutions as its Opposition once again walked out of the session on the issue of the pending Rs 9.6 million in UC funds. The session was presided over by City Naib Nazim Nasreen Jalil. At the start, Fateha was offered for the people who died in the Lahore bomb blasts early Tuesday morning. The violence in Lyari Town then became the focus of a heated debate. 


Abdul Jalil of the treasury presented the resolution that the federal government and Ministry of Communication hand over the collection of toll tax on two city government projects. “During the construction of these two mega projects, the Lyari Expressway and the Northern Bypass, the city government offered maximum cooperation, shifting many ancient localities lying in the way of the constructed roads. President Pervez Musharraf said these projects were a gift for Karachi,” he said.


Abdul Jalil also said that the collection of toll tax by the National Highway Authority (NHA) was an injustice towards the city government. “The collection of toll tax by city government will help to increase its revenue which will be utilized for the betterment of the Karachi citizens,” he said. The House adopted this resolution but Opposition members left the session in protest.


In the absence of Awam Dost leader Saeed Ghani and Al-Khidmat Group’s Muhammad Rafiq and Sheikh Mehboobur Rehman, the Opposition was led by Naseem Khan and raised the issue of the attack on the residence of Lyari Town UC-6 Nazim Abdul Hameed Baloch in which his brother was injured by two men who were later arrested. 

“During the last six weeks, burglaries have increased in Lyari Town and the law enforcement agencies are not paying to keeping the people there safe. We condemn such attacks at the houses of elected representatives. The government should take action against the perpetrators,” he said, asking members to support him on this issue. 


Member from both benches raised this issue on the floor of the House and demanded the provincial government do something to control the violence. “We demand the Sindh government put a stop to the gangs behind the street crimes as this is a huge conspiracy to destabilize Karachi and its law and order,” said Arshad Qureshi from the treasury benches. 


Zareena Baloch from the Opposition also decried the increasing street crime on the service road along Mauripur Road where dozens of fishermen have had their cash and cell phones looted by a gang of one woman and four men. Dr Nikhat Shakeel from the treasury benches highlighted the attacks at Spencer Eye Hospital as an embarrassment to the doctors on duty and a hindrance to their daily work. 


Meanwhile, the Lyari Town nazim’s comment, calling the City Council a “dummy” upset the entire treasury. “We appreciate that the convener has allowed us a debate on the violence in Lyari but it is a total waste of time as the high-ups in the law enforcement agencies aren’t dong anything,” said Shahjahan Baloch. This was protested and Jalil ruled for the comments to be discarded from the proceedings. Some treasury members pushed for the Lyari Town nazim to apologize.


The Opposition’s Ramzan Awan asked the convener to pay attention to the provincial government’s decision to stop the OZT (octroi zila tax) worth Rs 0.2 million to all union councils. She replied that these cheques will be issued by the new government.

Khan raised the issue of the UC funds once again just before the House was to move to the remaining agenda. The treasury members ignored it, causing chaos as the opposition members chanted slogans and walked out of the session in protest. In the absence of opposition members, the treasury adopted six resolutions unanimously. 

The convener adjourned the session till Wednesday, March 26, 2008, 3:30 p.m.

(By Jamil Khan, DailyTimes-B1, 12/03/2008)

APRIL

Forsaken Dhobi Ghat shrinking to extinction

Once a must-see site in tourist literature, the once-sprawling Dhobi Ghat, or washing wharf, on the banks of the Lyari River is now inching towards extinction with the emergence of the Lyari Expressway. With its steady shrinking, scores of families have been deprived of their ancestral profession of washing dirty clothes along the River.


Better known as the Juna Dhobi Ghat along the Lyari Expressway on the fringes of one of Karachi’s oldest settlements - Garden - this tourist attraction of yesteryear is now in a fix. According to the launderers, there were 124 cisterns at the site before. These have now been reduced to five.


“This clearly shows where we stand in terms of the resources at the Dhobi Ghat. It used to be a fountainhead for thousands to eke out their livelihood,” recalled Anees, a second-generation, post-1947 launderer who migrated here from India soon after Independence. “We find it extremely difficult to survive,” he added.


The magnificent washing wharf was indebted to the Lyari River which also had several varieties of fish. However, the construction of Hub Dam in 1981 drastically curtailed the fresh water flow here. The urbanisation that took place in the city during General Ayub Khan’s era also aggravated the situation.

“We saw the river carrying filth as the population increased when new settlements like New Karachi and Lines Area were given shape at that time,” said Mohammad Iqbal, another launderer. “We would get water two feet below ground level. The water table has now dropped 60 feet further.”


As if the reduced freshwater flow was not a fatal blow to the washing wharf, the launch of the City District Government Karachi’s (CDGK) ambitious Lyari Expressway in 2000 has cast a shadow on the fate of Asia’s most incredible outdoor washing wharf. Its surviving launderers can hear the death knell for the business there.


According to senior citizens, the Juna Dhobi Ghat was the most extensive of all laundries on a three- to four-kilometre-long stretch of the Lyari river bank, and was used for washing and dyeing clothes for meager charges. Now, while the washing is done the same way it was done on these banks for decades, locally-manufactured machines are also used.


Soon after Independence, Karachi was made the capital of the country and it stayed that way till 1960 after which the capital shifted to Islamabad. Being a port city, millions of refugees from India streamed in here and gave it an unprecedented vitality and multicultural dimension. Fifty-five-year-old Qadeer Ahmed is one of them too who, along with his family, made it to Karachi from Delhi in 1947. 


Soon after their arrival, his extended family members – launderers by profession - eventually settled in a building in Garden. One day, Ahmed heard about the city’s Dhobi Ghat from a beggar. “My father and I took the tram whose last destination was near the Ghat. We were quickly absorbed into the fast-depleting workforce of the Hindu majority there,” he said.


Like the other remaining launderers at the Ghat, Qadeer Ahmed goes to the Federal B. Area every week to collect dirty clothes and bed sheets from the selected households. He brings them all to the Dhobi Ghat where he sits all day long, marking the clothes before boiling them and then whipping the dirt out of them on a concrete tablet. 


The launderers hang out wet clothes on twisted ropes tied up to the cross-rooted bamboos. After getting all the washed clothes ironed at their homes, they make it to their respected areas to return the old stock and book more dirty clothes from clients. “This is an eight-day cycle,” Ahmed maintained. “We charge Rs14 for a Shalwar Kameez.”

“It was amazing really - there was laundry all over the place as the eye could see when I first visited the site in the 70s. Thousands of men and women would wash clothes there,” artist Ahmed Anvar recalled. “It was a spectacular sight for all those who lived in the city,” he added.


Drying the washing clothes when the sun is out has been a sight not only for the locals but foreigners as well. Until as recently as the 90s, tourists visited the Dhobi Ghat on the banks of the dried Lyari River. A completed portion of the Lyari Expressway has now started hosting vehicular flow at the spot, and the tourist spot has all but disappeared owing to the onslaught of smoke and traffic.

“We are all Muslims here, and like our Iman (faith), the Dhobi Ghat has also been reduced to less than half of its 1947 glory,” Ahmed said grinning. “Instead of tourists, we are seeing teams threatening us to abandon the place for some official project.”


Now efforts are afoot to clear the remains of the Dhobi Ghat and municipal authorities are busy surveying the site to establish a park and a hospital along the Lyari Expressway. “We are on the verge of collapse,” Qadeer Ahmed said. “Unlike the old days, it is now becoming difficult even to make both ends meet. We want to be compensated in case we are evicted,” he pleaded.


Like many other launderers, Qadeer Ahmed lives in a small rented house in the Dhobi Ghat residential area in Garden. He groomed two of his eldest sons just like any other father. “They have passed 14 grades of education, but have not been able to find any decent employment. They have, therefore, decided to go back to the profession of our forefathers.”


Moreover, shrinking resources, such as the depleting cisterns at the washing wharf, have made it difficult for many launderers to sustain their usual business hours at the Dhobi Ghat. They have now come up with an agreed-uponÊformula of following shifts at fixed days for each launderer to use any Ghat linked to the water reservoirs on rent.


The Dhobi Ghat lies within Saddar Town and falls within the jurisdiction of the Pak Colony Police Station. The launderers are greatly exposed to drug addicts and miscreants who often steal the clothes hung out to dry. “We have stopped leaving clothes in the open after the sunset,” said Anees. “We also have dogs as nocturnal guards to ward off any intrusion.”

(By Asadullah, The News-13, 03/04/2008)

