Water, food crises loom

ISLAMABAD: Pakistan’s food security is in extreme danger, as Rabi crops may not get last watering imperative for maturity of crops as the government had forced the Indus River System Authority (Irsa) to release 18,000 cusecs of water from Tarbela Dam for three days for power generation. The move came soon after the assassination of Benazir Bhutto, apparently to avoid any further wrath of masses, who were in shock over the tragedy.

The provinces want release of 3,000 cusecs of water per day, but the water regulator has placed the maturity of Rabi crops in the red zone by excessive release of water. Irsa released 18,000 cusecs of water for three days and is now releasing 10,000 cusecs.


Irsa released excessive water, about 2 million acre feet (MAF), during the Sept 15 to October 20 period, when the water regulator had no members and water distribution was managed by irrigation secretaries of the four provinces.

The loss of 2 million acre feet of water during this period has also aggravated the situation in the country. The inflow in Tarbela dam has also dwindled in the last two days by over 2,000 cusecs per day from 17,000 cusecs to 15,000 cusecs because of less than normal snowfall in the catchment areas of both Tarbela and Mangla dams, which has further worsened When contacted Irsa chief Bashir Ahmad Dhahr said that right now country has 1.7 million acre feet of stored water, much less than the stored water in last year, but better that that of 2004, 2005. He admitted that Irsa released excessive water during three days on December 28-30, but he was quick to add that Irsa will be able to store 60 feet more water in Tarbela and Mangla to ensure the last watering. 


When asked as to why Irsa was releasing 10,000 cusecs of water from Tarbela against the demand of only 3,000 cusecs per day, he said that release of that much water was necessary to make Ghazi Barotha Hydropower project operational. 

He recalled that two years back, because of less water release from Tarbela reservoir, the Ghazi Barotha Project had to experience some damages. He said, “We are hopeful that country would receive winter rains as forecast by the Met Office from today (January 4) and this will improve the water situation.” Now we are banking on weather to wriggle the country out of impending water crisis, he said 


Bashir Dhahr said that wheat-sowing targets have been met and now the issue is to ensure the last watering for maturity of crops. He said this task would also be met keeping in view the winter rains that hopefully are likely to start from today (Jan 4).


He said that Irsa would continue to release 10,000 cusecs of water from Tarbela and 8,000 cusecs from Mangla despite pressure from Pakistan Electric Power Company (Pepco) that wants 15,000 cusecs of water released from Tarbela.

“However, Irsa would enhance water release up to 30,000 cusecs by January 25 as barrages will be opened and closure of canals would end by that time, and in the meanwhile we will be able to store massive water as the country would start receiving winter rain from today (Jan 4) up to Jan 12,” Dhahr said.


“The country, which is already facing 22 percent water shortage and right now, has all time low stored water in reservoirs that stands at 1.76 million acre feet of water. The said quantum of stored water is not enough for last watering of the Rabi crops in all four provinces,” a senior official told The News.

“We are also 100 percent sure that for early Kharif season, Pakistan will be facing the worst ever water crisis, as Irsa will not be able to mange any water as carryover stock for early Kharif, if the existing scenario is kept in view.”


In case, Pakistan receives the winter rains as forecast by the Met Office from today (January 4 to 12), the situation will improve, otherwise the country has no option, but to face massive water deficit that would endanger food security.


The government, which has miserably failed to enhance power generation capacity during the last 8 years, is now left with no option but to risk even the available food security at the cost of unjustified hydro electricity generation despite the fact that dams are built mainly to cater to irrigational requirements of the county. 

“We received orders from government to release up to 18,000 cusecs from Tarbela for three days (Dec 28-30) in a bid to bridge electricity deficit so that politically charged masses following the death of Ms Bhutto may not become more aggressive in case of power outages. Now the Pepco is going for 10 to 12 hour load-shedding, but it could not afford such massive load shedding soon after the tragedy.


The water regulator is still under pressure to release 10,000 cusecs of water daily against the demand of federating units of only 3,000 cusecs, just to make Ghazi Barotha Hydropower project operational. But on the other hand, the country’ stored water is fast depleting and may not have water for last watering of Rabi crops.

The official said that below average rains will not provide the required solace to Irsa as it is experiencing 22 per cent water shortage and has no sufficient carryover stocks. Therefore we will have to depend more on nature and pray for more rains, he said.

(By Khalid Mustafa, The News-1, 04/01/2008)

Training of first batch starts today

The Airport Security Force (ASF) Academy will impart training to the first batch of 50 out of 600 officers selected by the Municipal Services Department of City District Government Karachi (CDGK) for community policing. The three-month training program will begin from Monday. 


City Nazim Syed Mustafa Kamal said this on Friday while talking to the first batch before their departure for training. He said such a system did exist in all big cities of the world, adding the SLGO (Sindh Local Government Ordinance) provides for establishing a Community Policing Department for the implementation of municipal rules and regulations promulgated by the CDGK.


Mustafa said if such community police with required powers existed then the recent havoc and devastation caused on the city roads could have been averted and added that in the present circumstances the establishment of community police was badly needed.

“The proposed community police would act as a ray of hope for the city by protecting the properties and assets of 20 million people as well as providing shield to the billions of rupees worth infrastructure, including prized lands and foreign investment,” he added. He hoped that this system would bring about positive and refreshing results in the days to come.


Referring to the recent disorder in the city when over a thousand vehicles were set on fire and properties, factories and establishments were damaged, he said that the absence of community policing was badly felt during these circumstances and added that the city could have been saved up to a great extent from the recent damages had a contingent of community police was present at that time on the roads.

(The News-14, 05/01/2008)

Rangers active in attempt to resolve wheat crisis

In the wake of the simmering wheat crisis, President Pervez Musharraf had recently directed the Pakistan Rangers (Sindh) to monitor flour mills in the province to ensure supply to consumers at the officially fixed prices.


In this regard, a spokesman for the Pakistan Rangers (Sindh) said that Rangers personnel took over control of the wheat storehouses and flour mills, in an attempt to streamline the supply of flour to consumers. Besides, he said, the Rangers, in concert with the food officials, had also taken a series of stringent measures against the hoarders and profiteers.

He added that Rangers personnel had established checkposts manned jointly by the concerned Rangers personnel and the food department staff at Hub Chowki, Jhimpir and Kashmore. The establishment of these check posts was aimed at controlling the smuggling of wheat via Balochistan to Afghanistan, Iran and even Iraq.

(The News-13, 18/01/2008)

Nadra driving licences from next month
KARACHI, Jan 21: The government will start issuing computerized driving licences with embedded security features to avoid issuance of bogus licences from the first week of February, it has been learnt here.


According to reliable sources, the National Database Registration Authority (Nadra) will develop the software and system and will provide technical assistance to the police. The sources said that the cost of a learner’s licence would be Rs120 while a permanent one would cost Rs250. In the first phase there would be five licence registration centres (LRCs) – three in the city and one each in Hyderabad and Larkana.


The decision to this effect was taken in principle at a meeting held between the caretaker chief minister and Nadra officials at the Chief Minister’s House on Jan 13, 2008, insiders said.


Nadra will provide the computer hardware for all the LRCs, a complete software solution, verification system (Verisys), licence cards embedded with RFId (Radio Frequency Identity) chips along with chip writers, network connectivity (LAN and WAN) and training of the police officials concerned. After the officials concerned are fully trained, Nadra would gradually withdraw and hand over the complete process to the police.


The sources said that the licence would be issued on the same day and the applicant could register for a learner’s licence at one centre while he/she could obtain the permanent licence from any other centre as all records would be kept in and managed through a central database. This would help the authorities to check cases of multiple licences issued to a single applicant from different centres.


The proposed hi-tech system is based on the high security RFId Driving Licence System (RDLS) to ensure transparency and provide credibility with the provision of verification capabilities of an applicant’s credentials from its database and includes security features in the driving licence to make it authentic, added the sources. An applicant must have a computerized national ID card before applying for a new driving licence.


Plugging the holes

The sources said that the present licence system had some shortcomings which included no means to check the authenticity of the applicant’s credentials; the database of driving licence issuing centres was not interconnected; present licences had no security features to verify their authenticity; there were separate application software and database servers for learner’s permits and permanent licences, separate hardware – servers, computers, cameras, and printers, etc – for learner’s permits and permanent licences, and the permanent licence could only be obtained from the centre at which the learner’s licence was issued.


The new licence would be embedded with an RFId chip providing all necessary information, like the driver’s identification data along with his traffic violation history. The new system would also be helpful for issuance and printing of new licence cards – including learner’s and permanent – and re-issuance of lost licence cards, besides recording and maintaining vital statistical information data of all driving licence holders, sources said.


They added that Nadra would install hi-tech computerized workstations at the LRCs in the province in two phases and within six months it would be expanded to cover all the districts of Sindh.


There would be a number of workstations at each centre which would capture and store the applicant’s personal information, photograph and signatures in the local server, which, in turn, would transmit the data to the central site that – after verification and validation – would initiate a production process for issuing new licences, renewals, updates and corrections duly followed by quality checks of international standards. All data acquisition sites would be connected through wide area connectivity to the central site for transfer of data from the local server to the central database.


The sources said that data such as photograph, fingerprints, name, address, date of birth, CNIC number, blood group, driver’s licence number and type of the applicant would be kept on the central server.

Security features

They added that the security features of the new licence would rest in the RFId chip, which will facilitate data reading and writing. The data would be stored in two blocks on the chip. The first block would contain personal information of the licence holder, which will be burnt electronically so that it cannot be changed or modified. The second block would be re-writeable where the history of the violations will be recorded. Bar codes will be tracked throughout the production process to maintain a ‘zero-gap’ document.


Under the new system, traffic sergeants would be provided with handheld Personal Digital Assistants (PDAs) – RFId reader/writer devices – which would be used to read/write the road fines directly into the RFId-licence chip; the information would be transmitted to the central server once the PDA would be docked into the nearest provided server designated to collect such data. The system would have a centrally managed database and would help to carry out online verification of the drivers using Nadra’s verification system – Verisys.

The sources said that Nadra was already assisting Bangladesh, where it had so far issued over 200,000 driving licences, while it has also been short-listed by the Egyptian government for a similar project.

(By Bhagwandas, Dawn-17, 22/01/2008)

Cabinet approves action against hoarders, black marketeers

Move to revive ration cards:
ISLAMABAD, Jan 22: The caretaker cabinet approved a proposal on Tuesday to revive the old ration card system to provide essential food items to the people at reasonable rates. It also decided to take “legal action” against hoarders and black marketeers, who had created the flour crisis.


The cabinet meeting was presided over by caretaker prime minister Mohammedmian Soomro.

Briefing reporters about the decisions of the meeting, caretaker Minister for Information Nisar Memon said that legal action would be taken against elements responsible for creating what he termed an artificial crisis of wheat and flour. “This action will be taken irrespective of the position or the influence of anybody,” he said.

He said provincial governments had been directed to finalise cases against the hoarders and black marketeers. Legal action will also be taken against flour mill owners who did not grind the allotted quota of wheat.

However, the minister did not say if the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) or any other agency would be filing cases against the culprits.


When it was pointed out that allegations had been levelled by the PML-N and the PPP against some ministers of the previous cabinet, including former prime minister Shaukat Aziz, that they minted Rs38 billion by creating the wheat and flour crisis, he said: “The caretaker prime minister has said those who were involved in it had committed a serious crime and they should not go unpunished.” He said the Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Livestock (Minfal) and the Federal Food Committee (FFC) would coordinate efforts to help take legal action against the hoarders and black marketers.


Nevertheless, Mr Memon said that the crisis had eased and people could now get wheat and flour without much hassle. He said that the supply of wheat and flour had been improved and the situation was fast stabilising. “Now there exists wheat stocks for 52 days of consumption and the government is also urgently importing more wheat to make sure that there is no crisis of commodity in future,” Mr Memon said.


Responding to a question, he said that Minfal and the Ministry of Production and Industries had been asked to make arrangements to supply essential food items, particularly flour, sugar, rice, pulses and cooking oil at reduced rates at utility stores. He said that flour mills were being provided uninterrupted electricity supply of 19 hours to ensure sufficient stocks of flour . The minister denied that flour mills were facing serious loadshedding due to which they were unable to grind sufficient quantity of wheat.


There are no unmet demands now from the provinces as 2.7 million tons of wheat has already been released. He said the caretaker prime minister had directed the Minfal and the Federal Food Committee to keep a vigil through the provincial governments and ensure that hoarders and unscrupulous elements did not exploit the situation.


Mr Memon said that the cabinet was also given a briefing on the elections arrangements which ,he said, would be held positively on Feb 18. He told a reporter that the cabinet did not consider any proposal about delaying the elections.

The minister said the cabinet also discussed the law and order situation, which the participants of the meeting believed was satisfactory as no serious incident had occurred on the 10th of Muharram. “It was decided that the same spirit of having improved law and order situation would be maintained during and after the elections,” he said, adding that with the help of law enforcement agencies and the army, security situation would be improved.

He said that the secretary of the Election Commission had told the meeting that records of 15 constituencies of the National Assembly and 30 of the provincial assemblies, which had been destroyed during Dec 27-30 riots and violence, had been reactivated. He quoted the secretary as saying that arrangements had been made to hold election on 272 seats of National Assembly and 728 of provincial assemblies in a free, fair, transparent and peaceful manner.


Mr Memon said that the meeting was informed that of 484 candidates of the National Assembly and 7,335 of the provincial assemblies would be contesting the elections, for which 135 district returning officers had been appointed, besides a good number of assistant returning officers.


Two million handbooks about the elections, he said, had been distributed to the political parties. “And 498 observers mostly from the United States and the European Union will be coming to Pakistan to monitor the elections”.

Asked about allegations of rigging, he said that the secretary of the Election Commission had told the meeting that over 95 per cent such complaints had been disposed of by the District and Sessions Judges.


About the assassination of late PPP leader Benazir Bhutto, Mr Memon said several people involved in it had been apprehended and their remand taken. Further investigation, he added, was being conducted by the authorities concerned.

Answering a question, he said the meeting did not discuss any proposal about setting up a national government and that the caretaker administration would supervise the forthcoming polls.


Mr Memon did not offer any comment when it was pointed out that the National Reconciliation Ordinance would lapse on Feb 5. When asked if a New NRO would be issued by the caretaker government which itself was there for a brief period of time, he said : “Whatever will be done it will be in accordance with the Constitution”.

(By Ihtasham ul Haque, Dawn-1, 23/01/2008)

Ration cards again

For the first time in decades, ration cards are to be introduced once again as a means to enable people to obtain ';atta' at affordable prices. The decision taken in this respect by the federal caretaker cabinet underscores what grave proportions the wheat flour crisis in the country has assumed, and particularly the increased sense of insecurity it has created for many families who remain uncertain of whether, and at what price, they will be able to obtain the sacks of 'atta' that provide the staple grain for most people. It has been stated that the ration cards will be given to low- and middle-income families, enabling them to purchase 'atta' at set prices from utility stores. As yet no details regarding the criterion on which cards will be given to such persons have been announced. The administration must, while drawing up the strategy in this regard, keep in mind that in the past, the ration card system has been misused – and with elections approaching care must also be taken to ensure it does not become a means for local government officials or others in influential places to favour handpicked individuals. The use of the 'atta' crisis to gain political mileage has already been reported across Punjab, and the possibility that attempts may be made to extract similar advantage from the ration card system must be guarded against.


While the cabinet's efforts to offer relief to those worst hit by the 'atta' crisis are appreciable, the need to discover exactly how the present situation came about must be stressed. The fact is that, with a bumper wheat harvest reported early in 2007, the current shortage should simply not have arisen. The caretaker prime minister has correctly warned that stringent action will be taken against hoarders, smugglers and black marketers. But the possibility of those who at one point occupied key government slots being involved must also be looked into, and evidence that emerges in this regard not ignored, even if it proves to be a source of embarrassment to those at the top.


The allegations from opposition parties that the Punjab government or central finance planners engaged in the fudging of figures, or even that amounts running into millions were minted by creating the wheat crisis are after all extremely grave ones. Not surprisingly former Punjab chief minister Pervaiz Elahi has blamed former prime minister Shaukat Aziz for the atta crisis. Indeed, it has been reported that so widespread has the trend of manipulating figures grown that even government departments themselves are no longer certain what the 'real' data is. This situation not only makes planning in any sector virtually impossible, it also puts the welfare of people and the stability of the country at risk when essential food crops such as wheat are involved. As for the ugly allegations of corruption, they need a probe at the very highest level – if only to clear the names of reputations of those towards whom fingers are being pointed, or else to punish them for so selfishly playing with the fate of citizens.


The effectiveness of the ration card system to be enforced will become clearer only over time, once the details and the method of implementing the new rules, are made known. Till then, it can only be hoped the measure will bring some relief to people who have faced a growing 'atta' crisis for many weeks now and have found that many of the official promises made that it would be controlled within days carried no weight at all.

(The News-7, 24/01/2008)

In the line of fire
KARACHI, Jan 28: After nearly a year of suffering on his hospital bed, fireman Mohammed Yaseen quietly passed away last month at the Abbasi Shaheed Hospital.
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His life could have been saved. The 42-year-old was injured while fighting a blaze that broke out in a Site warehouse on January 15 last year, which also killed seven firemen and fire officers. Yaseen suffered only a slight spinal injury and doctors at the Abbasi Shaheed Hospital said that he would be fully recovered and ready to resume active duty within a few months.


However, the fireman developed complications and then bed sores. He lost his final battle in December. One of his close friends, who asked for his name to be withheld, told Dawn that “He could have been saved if he had been provided better treatment at a private hospital, but financial constraints prevented this. Better treatment at private health facilities is a privilege held only by senior government officers,” the friend added bitterly.


Injured in the line of public duty, Yaseen was accompanied in his suffering by his family, who will continue to feel his absence every day. “The official compensation is in the process of being paid to Yaseen’s family,” said the station fire officer of the Nazimabad fire station where the deceased man worked. What he did not mention was that the compensation is hopelessly inadequate given the sort of dangers faced by firemen.


Station officer Ishtiaq Ahmed is another victim of the same Jan 15 fire, since when he has been admitted in the Civil Hospital Karachi. Just a few days ago, he was operated upon for a bladder injury sustained during the incident. He is paying for the extensive treatment from his own pocket, said his close friends.

The Site warehouse fire in which Yaseen and Ahmed were injured was amongst the worst in the fire department’s experience: the warehouse roof collapsed on the firemen battling the blaze beneath, killing seven. Despite much effort, however, the remains of only six of the men were retrieved from the rubble. No remains of the seventh fire-fighter, Fareed Khan, were found.


“His father was desperate for even a single bone of his son to be found for burial,” recalled one of the firemen who had been part of that fire-fighting operation. “But the intense heat had apparently incinerated all trace of him.” According to a fire officer who had also been present, even the other six ‘bodies’ found were merely fragmented remains and identities were ascertained through personal belongings such as rings etc.


The city government, however, appears to have learnt no lessons from the tragedy. Firemen remain underpaid and hopelessly unprotected against injury or death, both in terms of health cover and financial or technical support.


No medical cover 

The average salary of a fireman hired in 1997 is now Rs7,500. A Rs3,500 overtime allowance is also paid but remains the subject of sharp criticism since firemen maintain that it does not in any way account for the extra working hours they actually put in.


“Our insurance amounts to a mere Rs100,000, for which Rs150 is deducted from our salaries every month,” said a disheartened fire-fighter. “When one of us is disabled in the line of duty, the sum feels like nothing less than a cruel joke.”

Practically, no health cover is offered to a fireman or his family. A fire-fighter injured during an operation is taken for admission to Abbasi Shaheed Hospital, Civil Hospital Karachi or the Jinnah Postgraduate Medical Centre (JPMC). “The cost of treatment is borne by the fireman himself, and while he may later file a claim for reimbursement, the process is convoluted and rarely yields results,” explained a source in the fire department. “This can by no means be described as medical cover. All citizens have the right to be admitted into public sector hospitals.”


Safety apparel and equipment 

The highly hazardous conditions under which firemen work dictates certain specialised items of apparel, including boots with reinforced soles, specialised helmets and jackets made from heat-resistant materials.

A senior fire officer explained that a fireman’s helmet is specially designed and shaped in such a way that it protects not only his head and neck but also the spine in case of falling objects. The fire department, however, has equipped its men with industrial helmets and sweepers’ boots.


According to a senior officer, the city district government Karachi (CDGK) has issued inferior-quality jackets that are made of highly-inflammable parachute-material. Meanwhile, six sets of fire suits were given to each of the city’s fire stations. So that they can be displayed best, these suits are to be worn only by the fire-fighters manning the fire tender when it heads out of the station. The rest of the firemen fight the inferno in their ordinary uniform.


Firemen told Dawn that earlier, they used to get separate sets of summer and winter uniforms every year. In recent years, however, the winter uniform has been done away with under the pretext that cold weather is not experienced in Karachi – despite the manifest fact that the city is currently in the grip of a cold wave.

Even the summer uniforms have not been provided to the firemen for the past two years.


Despite this, however, a contractor who is supposed to provide the uniforms enjoys a conspicuous presence in the fire department. In fact, inside sources said, two years ago, the contractor prepared about 50 uniforms and took them around by turn to each of the city’s 21 fire stations. He would hand the uniforms over and his men would recover them from the firemen by paying out Rs800 per uniform. The same uniforms would then be taken round to the next fire station, recovered, etc.


As far as required items such as batches, buckles and belts are concerned, they are bought out of the firemen’s own pockets. “The department is not interested in these things,” they complained.


The lack of training and equipment 

There is no concept of imparting training or holding refresher courses in the fire department, and almost all the personnel have learned their work on the job, in the line of duty.


When the district municipal corporations were disbanded in 2001, the surplus staff of Grade-1 was sent to the fire department. They were promised that they would be given proper fire fighting training and that they would be promoted to Grade-5. Despite the passage of many years, however, they are still in Grade-1 and taking part in fire-fighting operations without training or proper uniforms.


Meanwhile, fire stations suffer a crisis of equipment. On Monday, as Dawn conducted its inquiries, five fire stations were out of commission because their fire tenders had developed faults.

As a result, when a fire broke out in the Bhorapir area of Ranchore Lines, fire tenders were called from as far away as Manzoor Colony and Orangi town. A duty officer at the Central Fire Station confirmed that fire tenders were called in from Manzoor Colony to extinguish a fire that broke out at the Teeja Street flat of Mr Farooq. He added that by the time the fire tenders managed to reach the spot, the flames had been doused with fire extinguishers. The cause of the fire could not be immediately discerned and neither had the extent of damage been ascertained as yet, he said.


In terms of repairs required by fire tenders, sources informed Dawn that the city government recently paid a substantial sum to a private workshop for repairing fire tenders. “The money appears to have gone down the drain,” they remarked.

They also pointed out that hosepipes, a basic necessity for any fire fighting operation, are in poor repair. Many of them are punctured or fall short during an operation. As a result, fire tenders have to be called from other fire stations when, in fact, the strength of only one station is required.


There ten fire stations in the city with associated residential housing colonies for firemen and fire officers. Increasingly, however, firemen are being posted to stations other than where they live; for example, a man living in the Nazimabad fire station quarters is posted to the Landhi fire station or vice versa. As a result, crucial time is lost in commuting.

The fire department is critically short of technical equipment and manpower. The fire tenders have outlived their usefulness while there are collectively only ten station fire officers in the 21 fire stations across the city. Despite this shortage, however, a former chief fire officer (CFO) and a station fire officer recently opted for employment in PPL against lien obtained from the fire department. This growing trend, remarked a fire officer, shows the depth of the frustration within the department.

(By S. Raza Hasan, Dawn-17, 29/01/2008)

Fighting the fire menace

BESIDES spawning a host of conspiracy theories, the recent spate of fires in Karachi has confirmed the need for urgent corrective measures on a number of levels. The city government is right in calling for a comprehensive survey of large buildings to assess whether they meet basic fire-safety standards. As things stand, most do not satisfy even the most rudimentary of requirements. When even major corporations fail to install smoke detectors or sprinkler systems, it is safe to say that small commercial outlets crammed into plazas and malls have taken few, if any, fire-related precautions. Also, there are no emergency exits in many buildings — including, incredibly, hospitals that cater to thousands of patients. Either that or they remain blocked for any number of reasons, including shops not envisaged in the original plans. Here the greed of construction companies that capitalise on every square inch of available space is also a factor. They need to be taken to task forthwith and made to pay for the necessary modifications.


Shoddy electrical work plays a part as well and several of the recent blazes have been attributed to short circuits. It would be unfair to lay the blame for this entirely at KESC’s door. The main electricity boards at many shopping centres have been turned into a jumbled patchwork of wires by shopkeepers who share or take out extra connections. Reckless use of overloaded extension cords is also routine. Clearly, the concept of safety first is not part of the public psyche and a refresher course in common sense is in order.


That said, the pathetic state of Karachi’s fire department is inexcusable. This paper reported in August last year that the number of fire tenders in the city fell from 74 in 1995-96 to about 20 in 2007. Of this woefully inadequate number, at least 10 were out of order at the time. To this day, firefighters lack basic equipment as well as protective gear and are poorly trained to boot. Hoses attached to tenders tend to leak and cannot generate the required water pressure. These are critical shortcomings and must be overcome without any further delay.

(Dawn-7, 31/01/2008)

FEBRUARY

Fires hit three industrial zones
KARACHI, Feb 7: Three factory fires that devoured goods and property of million of rupees on Thursday kept the fire-[image: image2.jpg]KARACH: Firemen trying to put out
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fighters busy all day long. However, no one was injured in the incidents.


While the firemen were still spraying water to cool the smoldering debris at a textile mill in Korangi and a chemical factory in Landhi, at least 10 fire engines were pressed service to contain a huge fire which broke out at a towel factory in Site.


Thousands of people surrounded Novatex, a manufacturing unit of raw material used in plastic products, where a fire had broken out around 11.50am. A few miles away in Korangi, another crowd saw flames leaping out of International Textile mills at around 12.05pm.


Residents of Landhi and Korangi said panic gripped them when they saw clouds of thick black smoke billowing from two different directions.


Chief fireman Ehtesham Khan told Dawn that both the fires were completely contained after nearly five-hour operations. Three snorkels were also used in the firefighting operation. “A few people trapped in Landhi fire were rescued by a snorkel,” he said, adding that firemen were still making efforts to extinguish the towel factory inferno in Site.

(Dawn-17, 08/02/2008)

Three category-III fires in one day

City firefighters had their work cut out for a consecutive second day on Thursday. The day saw three major fire incidents (all category III blazes) in various towns, forcing firefighters to run helter skelter to extinguish the fierce blazes. Two of the three fires broke out at textile mills and one at a chemicals factory, causing losses worth millions of rupees.


The first fire incident was reported at a chemical factory “Novatech Chemicals” located on the National Highway near Landhi Jail on Thursday morning. Fire tenders from the entire city were dispatched to control the blaze.

As the firefighters were busy in their efforts there, they received another urgent call to reach the Korangi Industrial Area where another fire had erupted at a textile factory, “International Textile Mills”.

Fire tenders were divided between both places as firefighting vehicles from other city agencies, including the Defence Housing Authority (DHA) and the Karachi Port Trust (KPT), were also dispatched to assist the City Fire Brigade Department officials while snorkels and rescue vehicles were also used to control the infernos.

It took hours for the firefighters to control the fire at the chemicals factory in Landhi where chemicals worth millions of rupees were burnt. Fortunately, nobody was reported injured in the incident.


Declaring the Landhi factory fire Category-III, the city fire brigade also summoned fire tenders from all other agencies and departments. In addition to the 14 fire tenders and three snorkels of fire brigade department, two fire tenders of the KPT and one each of the DHA and Pakistan Navy took part in extinguishing the blaze.


Edhi and Chippa ambulances reached the spot where containers of chemicals were heard exploding while an Edhi helicopter remained in the air to supervise the firefighting and rescue operations. 

According to a firefighter, the fire was so intense that its heat could be felt yards away while the thick black plumes of smoke were visible for miles. “It took us five hours to control the fire and we are still busy with the cooling process” he said while talking to The News when this report was filed.


The fire at International Textiles Mills (Pvt) Ltd. started from its folding department at around noon and, within a short time, it engulfed the entire industrial unit.


According to city fire officer, Salahuddin, cloth and machinery worth millions of rupees was gutted but, he said, their extraordinary hard work and efforts controlled the blaze otherwise it could have proved highly dangerous.

City firefighters were still busy on cooling operation sat Landhi and Korangi towns when they received a third alert from their control room, asking them to reach SITE town where fire had erupted in a towel factory near Ghani Chowrangi.

“We have dispatched five fire tenders in addition to a snorkel and a rescue vehicle to the towel factory in SITE while more fire tenders are also being sent to fight the blaze,” an official of Central Fire Brigade Center told The News.

He said nothing could be said about the nature and origin of the fire till firefighters completed their job.

Firefighters were busy in their efforts control the third blaze till the filing of this report.

(The News-13, 08/02/2008)

Flour at Rs9 per kg, sugar at Rs15

Bachat card scheme launched

ISLAMABAD, Feb 8: Presi-dent Pervez Musharraf launched on Friday the ‘Bachat Card’ scheme aimed at providing essential food items at reduced rates to 6.8 million low-income households.

The president and the caretaker Prime Minister Mohammedmian Soomro distributed the cards among a group of deserving people at the launching ceremony. “We will absorb an amount of Rs3 billion monthly — Rs 36 billion annually on the subsidy,” the president said, adding that five items would be made available at prices around 42 per cent less than in the market and 25 per cent less than at the Utility Stores.


The president said efforts were being made to counter the inflationary trend by raising salaries of government employees and the minimum wages. He said the salaries would be further increased this year.

The president said “utility store bachat card” would provide relief on five basic items, flour, ghee and oil, sugar, rice and dal channa, through 4,500 Utility Stores outlets.


Under the scheme, people with the cards will get flour at Rs9 per kg and sugar at Rs15 per kg.

He said the number of stores would be increased to 6,000 by March 31, and mobile utility stores would cover the areas with no stores.


Initially, the scheme will be launched in Islamabad and it will be expanded to other parts of the country to cover 2 million poor families registered with the Bait-ul-Mal. Later 2.4 million households registered with the Ministry of Zakat and another 1.8 million poor families would be covered in the third phase of the scheme.


The president directed the Utility Stores Corporation to expand its network to the remote areas.

He said the scheme would later include pensioners, senior citizens with low-income, widows, unemployed people with education and government employees of BPS 1 to 5.


President Musharraf was informed about a joint venture of the Utility Stores Corporation and a private firm to supply clean drinking water at Rs 3 per litre against market rate of Rs 22 per litre.

Bachat Card holders will get five litres of water free with their purchase.

(Dawn-3, 09/02/2008)

Fire department facing shortage of staff, tenders


KARACHI: The increasing number of fire incidents in the city has once again brought the attention of everyone to the city government’s ill-equipped fire department. Not only doe sit face a shortage in staff, but it also lacks proper fire fighting equipment, Daily Times learnt Friday.


Sources in the city government told Daily Times that the fire brigade department had recently spent Rs 5.5 million to overhaul 10 of its fire tenders, out of a total fleet of 22. Two of them went out of order in their first round after repairs.


Presently, only half the fire stations scattered in different parts of the city are equipped with the proper number of staff and vehicles. Neither the head of the department nor the city nazim have taken any step to counter this situation. 

The four major fires in the last 48 hours have totally exhausted the firefighters who have been running from one end of the city to the other giving their duty. “This situation proves that the fire stations in Karachi are not fully equipped. It all comes down to the Central Fire Station, located on Chand Bibi Road behind Civil Hospital Karachi. It has to send fire tenders each time,” mentioned sources in the fire department.


The decision to set up more fires stations in the city, including under newly constructed bridges and flyovers, has yet to materialize, while the strength of the present fire stations is diminishing quickly. 

The condition of the fire department is apparent from the sight of a fire tender standing on the bricks outside the fire station located near Empress Market, Saddar. The fire station in Shah Faisal Colony, made from encroaching parts of Punjab Stadium, raises the same point. Not a single fire tender is present in this station to counter any complaints from the neighboring areas. 


The city nazim had repeatedly announced an upgrade to the CDGK fire brigade worth billions of rupees, but, the ground reality is that not a single new vehicle has been handed over to the department in the last six months - except for two snorkels, imported from Finland to tackle fire incidents in high-rise buildings, worth Rs 110 million. 


The company that sold these two snorkels also agreed to send two fire fighting experts to train at least 20 officials of the fire department. Only five officials were actually trained. 


Sources in the fire department mentioned that senior officials in the department create hurdles, preventing more officials from being trained because they fear their seniority in the department would be at risk. 

The department also has one old snorkel which is used more for “official purposes”. “Only the new snorkels have been used in most of the fire incidents. The old one is merely used as a model for the city government’s official photographer,” said the source.


Fire Brigade Department Chief Fire Officer Ehtishamuddin Siddiqui, while talking Daily Times, showed great concern over the increasing number of fire incidents and vowed that their cause would be unearthed soon. The Governor of Sindh has already constituted a committee for this purpose. 


Ehtishamuddin also stressed the need for preventive measures to be taken by industrial units to save millions of rupees worth of goods and property. “The city government is also taking measures to improve the overall condition of the department. Four to five new fire tenders will be procured soon,” he mentioned.

(By Jamil Khan, DailyTimes-B1, 09/02/2008)

Tea, ghee, cooking oil prices raised
KARACHI, Feb 14: The consumers have received a pre-election setback as leading producers of ghee, cooking oil and branded tea pushed up rates on Thursday.


One of the leading ghee and cooking oil producers had earlier announced an increase in the rate of one kg pouch of ghee to Rs134 from Rs123, followed by an increase in the price of oil to Rs136 from Rs125 per kg in January.

This is the eighth increase in the price made by the leading company since September 2006.


In January, all producers of branded ghee and cooking oil had increased the rate of its brands by Rs9-11 per kg, respectively.


An official in the Dalda Foods said the price of five-kg ghee tin had been increased to Rs670 from Rs615 while five litres edible oil tin price had been jacked up to Rs680 from Rs625 in January this year.


In September 2006, the five-kg ghee tin was available at Rs395. It has been noticed that Dalda takes a lead in increasing prices while others follow the suit.


Former chairman of Pakistan Vanaspati Manufacturers Association (PVMA), Amjad Rasheed, said that palm olien rate was now being quoted at Rs3,800 per maund (37.23 kgs) while soyabean oil price had surged to Rs4,400 per maund.

In mid-January, palm olien and soyabean oil rates were quoted at Rs3,560 and Rs4,000 per maund, respectively.


Palm olein rate in world market is now quoted at $1,190 per ton (C&F Karachi) as compared to $1,160 in mid-January. Soyabean oil price is now quoted at $1,375 per ton as compared to $1,217. The C&F price of imported RBD palm olein was $465 in July 2006. He said palm olien rates had declined for two to three days only, but these have again started climbing. Besides, the losing value of Pakistan rupee against the dollar is also making imports costlier.

He said that there might be a shortage of ghee and cooking oil in May or April as importers are placing low future orders for palm olien imports. He added the officials of the Federal Food Committee (FFC) would meet the PVMA and solvent extractors on Feb 20 to discuss the crisis in the edible oil industry.


In tea, the makers of Lipton Yellow Label have enhanced the rate of 100, 200, 400, 500 and 1,000 gram packs to Rs35, Rs70, Rs145, Rs155 and Rs299 from Rs32, Rs64, Rs130, Rs150 and Rs270, respectively.


The Lipton Yellow Label tea bag (100 bags) is now priced at Rs159 from Rs145 while Supreme 250 gram pack now sells at Rs72 as compared to Rs65.


The price of Tapal tea bag (50 bags) packet has surged to Rs80 from Rs75 while 100 bag pack price now comes to Rs159 as compared to Rs145.


Branded tea packers, who are also members of the Pakistan Tea Association (PTA), had earlier alarmed about an increase in the prices following rising Kenyan tea prices after post-presidential election violence, low crop output of Kenyan tea and high demand of tea in European countries.

(By Aamir Shafaat Khan, Dawn-9, 15/02/2008)

Fire dept’s ineptitude helped fan Site blaze
KARACHI, Feb 22: Last month’s fire at the Berger Paints Factory in Site, which soon turned into an inferno leaving 90 per cent of the factory gutted, grew out of control partly due to the ill-equipped fire brigade of the city’s fire department, it has emerged.


Sources close to the fire department told Dawn that the delayed response time of the fire tenders in reaching the spot was the main cause of the blaze, which went out of control. “The second fire tender took well over 30 to 45 minutes to reach the factory,” sources claimed.


The first fire tender to reach the scene was from the Site fire station; after arriving at the spot the fire tender’s crew called for reinforcements, but it was the only fit vehicle at the Site fire station.

The other nearest fire station – in Lyari – was called to dispatch its tender, but the duty officer replied that their fire tenders were out of order and were undergoing repairs at the OK body-maker.


The fire department headquarters then called the other nearest fire station of Nazimabad; interestingly the same reply was given: “the fire tenders are out of order and under repair at the OK body-maker,” sources said.

Subsequently, the Orangi fire station was called for help, but they also conveyed their inability, saying that their fire tenders were out of order and under repair.


Finally, fire tenders from the central fire station, located on Nishtar Road, and from Sohrab Goth were dispatched to the burning Berger Paints factory. Both the fire stations are located at a considerable distance from Site.

In the period the fire stations were asked to dispatch their fire tenders to battle the blaze, precious time was lost and the entire factory went up in flames, as highly combustible material was present, sources said.


Incompetence at the top

A former chief fire officer of the fire department told Dawn that the officers in-charge of the department are non-technical persons and are destroying it.


“Considering the pace at which Karachi is developing, the beleaguered fire department is lagging behind and no attention is being paid to it,” remarked former chief fire officer Zamir Siddiqui.

Describing the time factor as of vital importance, the former CFO said fires always start with a small spark and transform into infernos in a short span of time. “Especially where chemicals are present, fire spreads in a matter of seconds, not minutes,” he said. “Throughout the world, the fire department is always considered the second line of defence. But here, the department needs to be defended from ad-hoc measures,” Mr Siddiqui remarked. He pointed out that in a new project dubbed ‘IT Towers,’ as per the advertisement, there were no provisions for fire escapes and fire hydrants.


Another former chief fire officer of the defunct KMC, describing the time factor as the basis of the fire-fighting operation, said that three minutes is the minimum and five minutes the maximum response time in any fire.

A source in the CDGK said that the present chief fire officer is holding charge of his post only on verbal orders since January, 2007.


Conspiracy theories

Getting alarmed over the frequency of fire incidents during the recent months, the government appears to be keen in subscribing to conspiracy theories rather than accepting the fact that the fire department is demoralized and ill-equipped.


There are four phases of a fire: in phase 1 only a single fire station is involved in the fire-fighting operation; in phase II the fire tenders of more than one fire station are engaged in the fire-fighting operation; in phase III fire tenders of all the fire stations of the city are called to take part in the operation and finally in phase IV, assistance from all the different agencies is sought to battle the fire.


Interestingly, all the major fires that have broken out in the city during the last 14 months were actually phase IV fires, but were described by the authorities concerned as phase III.

 

	Major fires in 2006

	S. No.
	Date
	Place

	1
	12.02.2006
	Port Qasim, Pipri.

	2
	28.04.2006
	Furniture Market, Gharibabad.

	3
	21.09.2006
	Haji Ikhlas, F/609, Chemical Godown, Site.

	4
	24.09.2006
	Sanaullah Textile, Site.

	5
	04.10.2006
	F-235, Dawn Newspaper Godown, Site.

	

	Major fires in 2007

	S. No.
	Date
	Place

	1
	15.01.2007
	Union Textile.

	2
	11.05.2007
	Naveen Mansion, Aram Bagh.

	3
	19.05.2007
	PNSC Building.

	4
	30.05.2007
	Kehkashan Electrics, Saddar.

	5
	31.05.2007
	Iqbal Centre, M.A. Jinnah Road.

	6
	18.06.2007
	Amir Trade Centre, Allah Wali Chowrangi, Tariq Road.

	7
	23.06.2007
	CTC Centre, Clifton.

	8
	25.07.2007
	Fire incident in hutments, Block 4/A, Gulshan-i-Iqbal.

	9
	28.07.2007
	Business & Trade Centre, I.I. Chundrigar Road.

	10
	10.08.2007
	Block D-13, Gulshan-i-Iqbal.

	11
	04.10.2007
	Essa Tech. Site.

	12
	28.10.2007
	Radio Pakistan, M.A. Jinnah Road.

	13
	29.10.2007
	Iqbal Centre, M.A. Jinnah Road.

	14
	03.11.2007
	Caesar Plaza.

	15
	17.11.2007
	Novatax, Landhi.

	16
	19.11.2007
	Liberty Textile, Site.

	17
	30.11.2007
	Furniture Market, Liaquatabad.

	18
	27.12.2007
	Factories (violence fire)

	

	Major fires in 2008

	S. No.
	Date
	Place

	1
	09.01.2008
	Hashmi Centre Market, Mobile Market, Saddar.

	2
	13.01.2008
	Buffer Zone Shopping Centre.

	3
	13.01.2008
	Timber Godown, Ramswami.

	4
	15.01.2008
	Nina, Plot No. D-137, Site.

	5
	19.01.2008
	Niazi Godown, Mauripur Stand.

	6
	23.01.2008
	Berger Paints, Site.

	7
	01.02.2008
	Shahid Enterprises.

	8
	06.02.2008
	Timber Market Korangi No. 6.

	9
	07.02.2008
	Novatax, Landhi.

	10
	07.02.2008
	International Textile Mills, Korangi.

	11
	07.02.2008
	Hussain Compound, Ghani Chowrangi, Site.

	12
	08.02.2008
	KEPZ Landhi, (Universal Exports).


(By S. Raza Hassan, Dawn-17, 23/02/2008)

Milk continues to be sold at inflated rates

In spite of a court order being issued early last year and the city government stressing that milk prices should not exceed Rs32/kg, the current milk prices are much higher than the above-mentioned figure.


In several small markets of Nazimabad, for instance, milk is being sold anywhere between Rs34/kg to Rs35/kg. In other parts including Shah Faisal Colony, Orangi Town and Gulshan-e-Iqbal, the prices have exceeded beyond the given price but nothing has been done in this regard. Moreover, some areas in Malir Town are selling milk at a price of 37rupees per litre.

The City District Government Karachi (CDGK) has already announced that the milk prices for the wholesale market should be Rs30/kg, while the retail rates should be Rs32/kg, pointing out that two rupees is “enough profit for the milk retailers.” Whether or not these rates are being implemented is another story. 


While the retailers refuse to charge less, they also give what seems to be a valid reason. “How can we follow the CDGK price when we are buying milk at such a high rate?” said a milk retailer from Lea Market. “We buy milk for over Rs30/kg. Sometimes we pay over four rupees to the wholesaler. Then we have our own costs to cover too,” he added


Malik Azmat, another milk retailer from the same market said that the retailers’ costs include paying for items such as rubber bands and plastic bags for packaging, rent and electricity and the employees’ salaries as well. “It is convenient to blame the retailers because the consumers always see them in the market. The actual problem is more than what meets the eye,” he explained. 


While the retailers blame the wholesalers for this problem, the wholesalers, in turn, blame the dairy farmers. “We are only the middle men, we can not be blamed for the entire price hike in the market,” said a wholesaler. “The dairy farmers are the ones who are selling us milk at such a high price,” he added. In fact, reports reveal that the milk comes from the Landhi and Korangi cattle colonies. 


Even so, the farmers refuse to take responsibility. “We have tried to reach a conclusion with the Sindh government and the CDGK, but to no avail,” said Haji Rasheed, a dairy farmer. “The problem is that since buffaloes are water animals, we have to spend a lot on water to bathe them, as well as to keep them. Besides, the fodder rates have recently been raised. When we increase the prices, we don’t do it because we want excessive profits. It is just that our demands are not met at these rates. The government ought to give us a concession or lower rates,” said Rasheed.

(By Xari Jalil, The News-19, 28/02/2008)

Soaring vegetable prices irk the masses

The commodities market has recently seen a drastic increase in the prices of vegetables, which is almost double the original price. 

Retailers say that the prices have increased because of the cold wave that hit the country, causing most of the vegetable crops to be destroyed. Khaleel Ahmed, a vegetable retailer, said that there is really “no problem at all, except that there is a shortage in the supply of vegetables.”

“It is just that the cold wave has spoiled the crops. New crops have been planted and it will take around two weeks till the new batch of vegetables arrives,” he added. Another retailer, Shakeel, concurring with the view, said that the retailers are facing a shortage which is why the prices have increased. However, this is not an official increase in the prices. Instead the prices have been raised arbitrarily by the retailers. “When we go to buy 10kg of a certain vegetable, we can only get around five kilograms of it given the decrease in supply,” said Shakeel. 
Interestingly enough, the Secretary for Agriculture, Sabagho Khan Jatoi, was unavailable for comment regarding this issue. 

The consumers are in a fix regarding the current market situation with the commodity prices spiraling out of control. “There is nothing that we can afford to eat. Very soon, we’ll all be starving in the gutters,” said an irritated consumer, Mushtaq Ali. “The government has done nothing to help us. Now we cannot even fulfill our basic needs because everything is so expensive,” he complained. “We can only hope that with the new government coming in, the prices will decrease,” said Shaukat Imam, a resident of Baldia Town.

Vegetable 
         Old prices (per kg)      
       New Prices (per kg)
Pumpkins 

Rs50 


Rs100
Green Chilli 

Rs50 


Rs80
Ginger 


Rs60 


Rs80
Capsicum 

Rs50 


Rs80
Cucumber 

Rs25 


Rs60
Ladyfingers 

Rs60 


Rs100
Bitter Gourd 

Rs80 


Rs120

(By Xari Jalil, The News-19, 29/02/2008)

MARCH

Legal aid solutions for the masses

A 24-hour Legal Aid Call Centre is being set up to help the people resolve their problems without having to go to court. The project started by Justice (retd) Nasir Aslam Zahid, who also runs a Legal Aid Centre for Women in Karachi’s Central Prison, is set to inaugurate the centre by the second week of April at the All Pakistan Women’s Association (Apwa) complaint centre’s office opposite the Village Restaurant (near Hotel Metropole).


The call centre will provide legal aid to the disadvantaged across the country at nominal rates through a UAN (Universal Access Number). “The call centre will comprise of 16 cabins for the advocates who will receive calls and then help people resolve their legal problems by guiding them to the right advocate,” said Zahid while talking to The News.


Moreover, he said that the need for this centre was felt as justice could not reach the weaker or illiterate sections of the society due to lack of basic information regarding legal procedural delays. He hopes that such a centre will provide useful and effective assistance especially to the rural people who have no means of getting legal aid. “People do not know where to go when they receive a legal notice and there are some who also want to keep their legal problem out of court or want minor assistance. Through our telephone information line we aim to provide high quality legal aid at reasonable rates,” he informed. 


The office for the project is being established at Apwa’s complaint centre that had been closed for the past four years. “Since the centre was not functional, I requested Apwa administration to provide me with the space that is under construction these days,” Zahid said.


The project is one of a kind in Pakistan but Zahid says he does not want to raise his expectations too high already. “Initially ten advocates will manage six telephone lines. If we receive a good response, we will definitely expand the centre,” he added. However, he said that gathering funds for the project will be another challenge, adding, he said that the centre has received Rs1.5 million through donations that will cover the expenses for the year. 

“I had the concept in mind for over a year now. Now that I have the funds, it’s time to translate it into reality,” explained Zahid.

(By Aroosa Masroor, The News-19, 14/03/2008)

Consumers remain blissfully unaware of their rights

The World Consumer Rights’ Day was observed last week. Various demonstrations were held in this regard along with seminars to talk about consumer rights. Ironically, however, the audience of these seminars mainly consisted of the media, government officials and members of other organizations. Thus, the people who matter the most in this discussion –the consumers – were missing. 


It was also declared that it is essential for the masses to know the meaning of consumer rights and how to exercise them. Unfortunately, the victims of profiteering, hoarding, price hikes and poor quality products remain oblivious to their rights as consumers. 


Mohammad Ali, 21, a student of Karachi University (KU), said that it becomes difficult to bargain all the time with retailers, along with the transporters regarding the prices/fares, especially when accompanied by acquaintances. “Sometimes, it becomes embarrassing when I’m with friends, and when I cannot afford something. I try to bargain but I give up half way because I don’t want anyone to think that I cannot afford things,” he explained.


Several consumers concur with Ali’s point of view. The fact of the matter is that many people are conscious of what others will think if he/she bargains for something. Interestingly enough, it is the impoverished section of the society that continues to assert itself, bargaining to no end (if only for a rupee), regardless of what others will think. This segment of the society may not know much about consumer rights but it still knows how to bargain.


Bus fares are a prime example of this phenomenon. Often, less-than-privileged passengers vociferously argue with the conductor if the fare has been increased even by a rupee. Ruskhsana Ahmed, a housewife, and resident of Azizabad, does not come from a well-off family. “We cannot afford to let the government raise prices like this. Be it a government or a non-government retailer who is increasing prices, the masses must not let this happen,” she said. Her husband, Ansar Ahmed, seconded her opinion, saying that if the public does not raise hue and cry over profiteering, price hikes will continue unabated.


Price hikes are not the only issue that people are worried about, even though most of the essential commodities are now much more expensive than they were a few years ago and are fast becoming unaffordable. There are other things such as product quality and hoarding which the masses are concerned about. However, price hike is the only thing that they seem to be really aware of as far as their rights are concerned. 


Consider, for example, reports by various non-governmental consumer rights’ bodies that have explicitly said that the Mann Pasand ghee and oil sold at the Utility Stores is substandard and has less weight than what is written on the packet. Consumers, however, continue to stand in line for the commodity in question because it is being sold at a much lower price than other brands of edible oil. “In the end, a person just wants the product for a lower price,” said Gaurav Shankar, a resident of Ranchore Line. “We are poor people. Even if we find something wrong with the commodity that we are buying, who do we complain to? Who will listen to us?” he lamented.

(By Xari Jalil, The News-20, 20/03/2008)

ADB initiative to revive TAP gas pipeline project
ISLAMABAD, March 24: The Asian Development Bank (ADB) is ‘regrouping’ officials of Turkmenistan, Afghanistan and Pakistan in the third week of April to revive the TAP gas pipeline project in view of the energy shortage in the region.


Sources in the Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Resources told Dawn on Monday that India was willing to attend a meeting of steering committee of the $6 billion, 2,000km-long project in which it has the status of an observer.

However, the sources said there were still challenges to the project.

They said that the security situation in Afghanistan and relations between Pakistan and India needed to be improved and fuel subsidies in the two countries would have to be phased out.


Above all, the long-term competitive advantage of the TAP over the option of Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) has to be determined.


The TAP pipeline of 56-inch diameter needs at least 30 billion cubic metre (BCM) of gas per year from Turkmenistan to reach Pakistan via Afghanistan.


The sources said that an earlier steering committee meeting of the TAP project, scheduled for Nov 27-28 last year, did not take place after Turkmenistan signed an agreement with Russia’s gas giant Gazprom to increase gas supplies to Europe at enhanced rates.

The sources said that senior Pakistani officials had been informed by Iran that it had sorted out 40 to 50 per cent “logistic issues” to undertake the work on the Iran-Pakistan-India gas pipeline project.


Pakistan asked Iran earlier this month to finalise the project by April because of its rising gas requirements. And Iran said it was holding final talks with India to persuade it to join the project. Iran has told Pakistan that if India continued to show its reluctance under the US pressure to join the project, Iran will invite China to join the project.

“Chinese have told us that they are ready to join it,” a source said. Pakistan has asked Iran to enhance the volume of gas to be supplied by 50 per cent if India opts out of the deal.


And in that case Pakistan will be making a formal request to the Iranian side to allocate an additional volume of 1.05 BCFD (billion cubic feet of gas per day).


Pakistan is to get a total of 2.1 BCFD of gas from the IPI project and India 3.2 BCFD. If India stays away, the pipeline length will come down to about 1600km, reducing the project cost. The volume of gas that Pakistan will get will increase to about 3.2 BCFD.


The sources said that the government was working on yet another project to meet its growing gas requirements. The Sui Southern Gas Company was accelerating work on developing an LNG terminal in Karachi. Next month, the sources said, a contract would be awarded for developing the terminal for which ‘floating storages’ were being procured for fast-track import of gas from Qatar and other countries. Korea and Japan have developed this system and Pakistan wanted to follow suit by acquiring special vessels. Instead of exporting raw gas, Qatar will be adding value and export LNG to get a better price.

(By Ihtasham ul Haque, Dawn-16, 25/03/2008)

APRIL

Future of wholesale milk mart at Lea Market to be decided

City Nazim, Syed Mustafa Kamal, has directed the EDO E&IP and Additional EDO Revenue to form a committee which would decide about the future of Lea Market wholesale milk market after holding meetings with the representatives of the dairy farmers within two days. He also stressed the need to create a balance in the profit of dairy farmers, middlemen and retailers and to identify the faults in the overall process of milk production and sale.


The city Nazim was talking to a delegation of the Dairy Farmers Association (DFA) which called on him at his office on Friday. The MPA Aamir Moin, EDO E&IP Dr Shahab Imam, Addl. EDO Revenue, Matanat Ali Khan, and magistrates of the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) were also present in the meeting.


Kamal said that the milk consumption was a matter pertaining to the common people. Already milk prices during the last two years had been raised twice and considering the collective interest of citizens any further increase in milk rates could not even be thought of now. Milk in the city will only be sold at Rs34 per litre; however, in order to seek a solution to the problems faced by dairy farmers some balance should be created in the profit of the dairy farmers, middlemen and retailers.


Joint Secretary of DFA, Dr Rafiq Babar, on this occasion said that they would sell the milk at the government’s fixed rate of Rs34 per litre and they were not demanding for any increase in the rates. He also apologised for the recent maltreatment committed against the EDO E&IP and officers and staff of the city government at the Cattle Colony for himself and on behalf of all dairy farmers’ associations. 


However, the representatives of DFA said that while the government’s action against the violations of rules was understandable they would request for some concession regarding the ban on wholesale market at Lea Market because it was affecting the whole industry.

Kamal said that the city government would not abuse any group but it would also make no compromise on the collective interest of the 18 million citizens.


He said that we did not want to interfere in the affairs of dairy farmers but we also have to maintain a proper monitoring system as no one would be allowed to dictate their terms. The city Nazim said that it was very unfortunate to hear that the dairy farmers have from nowhere raised the milk prices from Rs34 to Rs42 per litre despite the fact that the present city government had provided maximum facilities to the dairy farmers which were not even imagined in the past. We have solved their 40-year-old lease problem besides supplying them water and constructing roads in their areas.

He said that the rates of milk were fixed considering the ground realities as the government did not wanted to do any injustice with the dairy farmers.

(The News-14, 19/04/2008)

MAY

International Fire Fighters Day
The heroes who fight fires for Rs 6,000 a month

KARACHI: Hundreds of city government employees gathered to celebrate International Fire Fighters Day and demanded an increase in pay and the provision of perks to fire brigade department officials.


The city, with a population of 16 million, has only 14 fire stations, 22 fire tenders and three snorkels. It also has a total strength of around 900 officials, including helpers, drivers, firemen and others. 


According to international standards, every locality with a population of 100,000 or more should have at least one fire station, but the city government has not decided to set-up any more fire stations. They have not even decided to increase the work force. Though, about six months ago, the city government announced 200 new vacancies, but they were never filled.


CDGK Sajjan Union Chairman Syed Zulfiqar Shah told Daily Times on Sunday that the city government’s fire fighters are experienced and professional, and they should be declared national heroes, besides being given a raise and benefits.


“During the last two and half years of the present city government’s tenure, no one has paid any attention to the deteriorated conditions of the work force. Their salary package and benefits have not been revised at all. They fight fires without even the proper equipment or technical assistance. They are our heroes,” he said. 


He also said that, since 2001, the only thing the city government did was to try and appoint about 200 officials on political grounds, but that was cancelled. The city government should start appointing anew, and only on the basis of merit. They must also give preference to the children of the retired and deceased firemen. 


It was also mentioned that dozens of fire department officials were illegally being deputed to the KWSB, City Naib Nazim Secretariat, Nazim Secretariat and other departments, while being on the fire department’s pay role. 


Some senior officials of the department criticized “City Nazim Mustafa Kamal’s policy of ignoring the city’s most important department”, as the only clinic for fire fighters, which existed in the old city area, was shut down. 


“About one year ago, the city government shifted the employee clinic, which was located in Rafiqi Shaheed Hospital, near New Challi, to the Abbasi Shaheed Hospital in North Nazimabad. Now, the thousands of city government employees who either reside or work in one of four major towns - Saddar, Keamari, Lyari and Baldia - have no medical facility in their surroundings. Instead, they have to rush to North Nazimabad,” one official said.

(DailyTimes-B1, 05/05/2008)

Fire dept divided into five zones
KARACHI, May 25: The city government has restructured its fire department, dividing it into five zones, each to be headed by a senior station fire officer, in a surprise move as the staff remained unaware of the purpose behind the fresh orders.


The authorities also promoted junior employees and appointed them senior station fire officers, a newly created position, apparently in serious violation of the promotion rules of the department that has a total strength of over 900 staff.


“Twenty fires stations and an emergency response centre of the fire brigade department have been divided into five zones – A, B, C, D and E,” said a source, referring to fresh orders issued by the municipal services department of the city government.


“Four fire stations have been accommodated in Zone-A and Zone-C, while three fire stations have been placed in Zone-B. Five fire stations have been placed each in Zone-D and Zone-E,” he said, adding that the orders did not elaborate reasons behind this action.

The source said it had sparked resentment among senior and competent officers of the department, as they would now report to their juniors who had been promoted as senior station fire officers in each zone. “The five sub-fire officers, who were performing under their respective station fire officers, would now supervise at least three fire stations in the newly created zones,” he said, adding that these promotions and appointments were beyond any logic and promotion rules.


However, the authorities believe change in organisational structure of the department will yield better results as growing fire incidents demand some important decisions. “It would help organising the chain of command in the department,” said Saleem Ehtesham, Chief Fire Officer.


“In view of the rising number of fire incidents, there was a need to reorganise the whole department and the fresh step is part of this scheme. With the new structure in place, the department would now assess its capabilities of fire fighting and rescue services and enhance such operations in the second phase of reforms,” he said.


Firefighters already have serious reservations over the recent violations of promotion rules allowed by the city government as junior employees, including a telephone operator and an ambulance driver, have been elevated as fire officers.


The chief fire officer ruled out any violation of rules, saying that the promotions have been awarded on individuals’ performance rather than considering their seniority.


“It’s natural to award those fire fighters who performed really well during the recent incidents when the whole department was under pressure due to increasing number of incidents. One should look into the individual’s performance before making any complaint about the whole process,” he added.


However, sources said the recent move had drawn ire of senior employees, who termed it an action to accommodate promotions of some blue-eyed employees of the department. “A few of the officers promoted as senior station fire officers have already been facing departmental inquiry in the Tahir Plaza fire case as the officials failed to call in a snorkel to extinguish the blaze that had engulfed the high-rise building,” sources added.


Restructuring of the fire department was the second move in weeks after out of channel promotions of some of the employees last month, said a source, adding that the high-ups denied giving reasons behind the latest move when some of the senior members of the department approached them.


Zone A: Central Fire Station, Saddar Fire Station, Boulton Market Fire Station, Lyari Fire Station.

Zone B: Nazimabad Fire Station, North Karachi Fire Station, Orangi Fire Station.

Zone C: Baldia Fire Station, Site Fire Station, Truck Stand Fire Station, Emergency Response Centre.

Zone D: Landhi Fire Station, Korangi Fire Station, MSS Fire Station (Malir), Cattle Colony Fire Station, Shah Faisal Fire Station.

Zone E: Manzoor Colony Fire Station, Gulistan-i-Mustafa Fire Station, Gulistan-i-Jauhar Fire Station, Gulshan-i-Iqbal Fire Station, Civic Centre Fire Station.

(By Imran Ayub, Dawn-13, 26/05/2008)
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Pakistani society awaits consumer rights culture

One of the reasons behind the growing poverty and price hike in Pakistan is the apathetic attitude of the ruling quarters regarding safeguarding the consumer rights. 


In our society, the price of almost every commodity is on the run, because the policymakers are least concerned with the issues of the masses. Instead of protecting the rights of the poor masses, here both national and multi-national firms have been given a virtual free hand to maximize their profits at the cost of hapless consumers. 


The seriousness of this issue could be gauged from the fact that a recent report of the International Monetary Fund (IMF) said that the banks in Pakistan and Colombia were on ‘top in the world’ in terms of earning huge profits. The banking sector in Pakistan is not the only exception, but the powerful nexus of traders and politicians in Pakistan has allowed almost every sector to fleece the public by making powerful cartels to make a quick windfall. The situation is worsened to such an extent that even the World Bank (WB) has to urge the Pakistan government to effectively check cartel formation in cement, banking, sugar, automobile and pharmaceutical sectors to save consumers from unchecked price hikes in the country.


The concept of consumer protection is considered as the foundation of ‘social welfare’ in all civilised countries. In these countries it is considered as the prime duty of the government to protect the interests of consumers. In fact the concept of consumer rights is inter-linked with democracy and freedom of judiciary. The profit hungry tycoons and multinationals always throng to the countries that have sham democracy and weak judiciaries. 


In the civilised and democratic societies, the political parties have always a major role to play in safeguarding the consumer rights. The political parties are more concerned about the consumer rights, because a consumer is also a ‘voter’. No political party worth its salt could even think of ignoring the rights and interests of their voters. In the Western countries all big political parties run their special cells, sections, watchdog bodies and think tanks for the consumer rights.

In Pakistan, the political parties generally take their consumers for granted and are least concerned with their rights. Ironically, more violation of consumer rights could be seen during the tenures of the political parties who cried themselves hoarse for people and their rights. The real faces of such politicians claiming themselves as the champions of peoples’ rights are uglier as regards to consumer rights aspect. 


During the last couple of decades, Pakistani people have suffered a lot economically due to blatant violation of consumer rights. Before the present wheat flour crisis, the country had braved the crises of sugar, cement and electricity. Powerful cartels having covert patronage of ruling quarters had made trillions of rupees from these crises. In recent past, when the sugar scandal was unearthed, the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) was ordered not to probe into it, because a deep probe could lead to exposing many close aides of the ruling quarters. Similarly, the multi-billion-rupees stock exchange scandal was also hushed up for the very same reason. The recent scandal to allowing export of Pakistani wheat at cheaper rates and then importing it on almost double price is another example of a political culture where the consumer rights are not even at the lowest rung of the ladder of priorities of the rulers. 


It is said that the rulers are not comfortable with the concept of the freedom of judiciary, as a free and assertive judiciary would not allow the vested interests to violate the rights of masses. The heroic verdict of the Supreme Court of Pakistan in the Pakistan Steel privatisation case could be cited an example in this regard. 


Besides democracy, free judiciary, assertive media and pro-people political parties, a strong and vibrant civil society is also a must for the protection of consumer rights. The civil society is the platform from where a strong pressure could be exerted on the rulers and vested interests, so as to discourage them from fleecing the consumer. In Pakistan though there are some consumer rights bodies, but the majority of them are toothless. In fact some so-called consumer rights groups covertly work for the interests of powerful multinationals to discourage the indigenous industry. These groups always give more stress to ‘quality’, while ignore the factors of supply, competition, price and profit margin.


To help the culture of consumer rights taking deeper roots in the Pakistani society, it is necessary that the concept of ‘consumer rights accounting’ should be introduced here. The accounting, pricing and billing methods of a lot of firms working in Pakistan are shoddy, misleading and questionable. An electricity supply utility, even transfer the ‘bank charges’ to its consumers in its monthly bills, while a consumer has nothing to do about the contract between the bank and the particular utility. The bill collection is an administrative expense and the responsibility of the utility firms, but some firms transfer it to their consumers, which is nothing but a plain fleecing of consumers.

(The News-14, 19/05/2008)
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