PTCL set to lay off 30,000 employees

ISLAMABAD: The 65,000-strong Pakistan Telecommunication Company Limited (PTCL) is set to slash almost half of its employees as the Etisalat management is finalising the Voluntary Separation Scheme (VSS) commonly known as Golden Handshake Scheme (GHS).


The News learnt that the VSS, targeting 30,000 employees and costing the government billion of rupees, would be launched after the mid-January meeting of its board of directors. It is learnt that the VSS would be open to all the employees in the lower cadres while the general managers or chief engineers would have the final word on the applications of officers and other senior position-holders. PTCL is employing some 5,000 professionals in the officer cadres.
“Except for a few outstanding procedural issues, the scheme has been finalised ahead of the board of directors’ approval which is only a formality in the case of PTCL,” said a top official in the company requesting anonymity.


Contrary to the original privatisation mechanism, the government, in revised privatisation deal with Etisalat in March, agreed to pay half the cost of golden handshake offered to surplus employees who had been promised lucrative packages after prolonged protests by them. 


Each PTCL employee opting for golden handshake or Voluntary Separation Scheme would cost the government millions while half the amount is paid by the new management instead of the whole. 

The government is liable to bear a total liability of the GHS or VSS worth Rs15 billion, say facts from closely guarded PTCL privatisation documents published by The News on September 2, 2006.


SEVP (Operations) Mashkoor Hussain did not respond to The News queries stating, “It is not my subject and I am not authorised to speak to the media now.”


However, EVP Ali Qadir Gillani was forthcoming in replying to queries. “A VSS plan is being worked out which would be announced after the approval from the BoD and the IT&T ministry,” he said. Ali also confirmed that the next board meeting is scheduled for mid-January.


The PTCL plans of launching VSS would strain the government resources as the Etisalat management believes the company is overstaffed and inefficient. In October 2006, an indirect re-trenching was witnessed in the PTCL when the company did not extend the contract of its subsidiary, Telecom Foundation (TF), which resultantly laid off over 1,900 daily wages’ employees working on the project.


The Telecom Foundation employees, who lost their jobs due to non-renewal of the contract included mostly skilled workers such as fibre optic technicians, splicers, jointer and line technicians besides some unskilled labourers. The News spoke to half a dozen former TF employees and they remain primarily jobless.


Those likely to be affected by the VSS would be semi-professionals and non-professional of the company. Competent and highly skilled employees availing VSS may get jobs in the private sector but prospects are slim for the less-skilled and unskilled workers. The PTCL is still the backbone of the telecom industry.

“At the same time, the local market is already saturated with the middle- and low-cadre employees and the companies are running with full strength,” said a senior official of WLL company in Islamabad. 

He said, “Due to the persistent monopolistic policies of the PTCL management, either the WLL and LDI companies are shutting down their business or are opting for acquisitions and mergers which is not a good omen for any market.”

(By Naveed Ahmed, The News-1, 01/01/2007)

25 milk sellers sent to jail


KARACHI: Initiating action against milk-sellers, officials of the CDGK‘s revenue department, having magisterial powers, on Thursday sent 14 wholesalers and 11 retailers to jail for a week on account of overcharging. Matanat Ali Khan, Additional EDO (Revenue) of the CDGK, said that some 25 milk-sellers were found selling milk at rates other than officially notified prices of Rs 26.5 per litre in wholesale and Rs 28 per litre in retail. So the authorities put them behind bars for a week. He added that some 76 milk sellers were also penalised with an overall fine of Rs 1,05,100 for overcharging while several of them were issued warnings. Khan said action against overcharging would continue and in the coming days, more profiteers would have to face jail terms and heavy fines. The milk wholesalers and retailers have increased prices of milk and yogurt from Rs 28 per litre to Rs 34 per litre and Rs 40 per kg to Rs 48 per kg, respectively.

(The News-3, 05/01/2007)

Retailers continue selling milk at higher rates

KARACHI, Jan 6: Milk-sellers continued to overcharge their customers on Saturday despite a commitment a day earlier with the city government that they would sell milk on the official prices till the release of a report by the committee constituted by the city government to evaluate their demands and determine new prices.


Representatives of the dairy farmers and retailers had agreed on Friday during a meeting with the city nazim to sell milk on officials price of Rs28 per liter for 10 days during which the committee constituted at the meeting would assess the reasons of the milk-sellers for seeking price increases.

However, the milk-sellers did not abide by their commitment and continued to sell milk at higher rates, Rs34 per litre and even in some area at Rs36 per litre. The sellers also sold yogurt at Rs48 per kg although its official price is Rs40 per kg.


Prior to the recent sudden increase the milk was being sold at Rs30 to Rs32 per kg instead of the official rates of Rs28 in the city.


Despite the city government’s much publicised and orchestrated campaign against the price hike, milk-sellers have been constantly flouting the official prices of milk for many months.


Despite their promise to sell milk at official rates on Friday, prices of dairy products have not come down and it seems that the milk-sellers are not mentally prepared to decrease the prices and they are flexing their mussels to contend what the city nazim described during the Friday meeting with the city government.


When contacted a city government official said the revenue department had also started a campaign against profiteers and so far 40 milk-sellers had been sent to jail, while 150 people were fined a total of Rs250,000 during the last two days.

He said 36 deputy district officers having magisterial powers visiting the markets and dairy farms which was the root-cause of the recent price hike.


“As the city government and milk-sellers have reached an agreement for 10 days for selling milk at the official rates, therefore, the revenue department has not been taking stern action but efforts are being made to maintain the prices with light punishment," he said, adding: "If the milk-sellers will not follow official prices to be fixed by the committee in the next 10 days, a crackdown will be conducted against them”.


A citizen, Qazi Ishaq, remarked that the issue would not be solved unless the city government eliminated the role of the middlemen and got struck at a yearly deal between the dairy farmers and retailers.


A total of eight million litre of milk is consumed in Karachi everyday. Out of it, 60 per cent is provided by the local farmers while 40 per cent comes from the interior of the province.


A major quantity of the milk is supplied to the retailers through the middlemen who are guarantor between retailers and dairy farmers as the former is not in a position to pay cash in time.


Taking this advantage, the middlemen buy milk from dairy farmers and sell out with their profit to retailers on a credit basis, which increases the burden on consumers.

It is suggested that open auction of milk be held daily so that the middlemen and dairy farmers, who have monopoly on the business, may not increase the prices illegally.

(Dawn-19, 07/01/2007)

Another shortcut to nowhere

Following the tumultuous privatisation of PTCL in June 2005, the new management of the company has been understandably hesitant to publicly disclose its plans vis a vis downsizing. This is not to suggest that the majority of PTCL's 90,000 workers are not aware of the long-term agenda to slash half the workforce; it was after all the very real threat of retrenchment that precipitated the historic strike prior to privatisation. Subsequently the new management refused to complete the deal as it was originally agreed and it was only once the government committed to sharing responsibility for dealing with worker unrest that the sale was completed.


In the 18 months since PTCL has been privatised the new management has made quite clear its intentions to let go of as many workers as possible. Almost 2,000 daily wagers were let go from a PTCL subsidiary, the Telecom Foundation a few months ago. Now it appears as if the management is set to announce a comprehensive scheme that will 'encourage' workers to accept voluntary retirement packages, or what is commonly known as the 'golden handshake'.


Reports suggest that the management hopes to make up to 30,000 workers redundant through the so-called voluntary separation scheme (VSS), although it is highly doubtful that more than a few thousand -- and those too that are already approaching retirement age -- will actually take up the offer. Needless to say the management probably has contingency plans in place to 'encourage' reluctant workers to accept the VSS, or if worse comes to worse, there can always be resort to state repression of the kind that was used to crush the strike.


In recent times, the government's almost messianic privatisation agenda has suffered a few hiccups, most notably with the Supreme Court's decision to annul the sale of Pakistan Steel Mills (PSM). Yet the highly fragmented nature of political opposition to the government's rabid neo-liberal drive means that instances such as the PSM annulment are little more than public relations blips. There has, for example, been little response to the government's recent announcement to put the PSM up for sale once again. Similarly little reaction has followed the prime minister's disclosure that Pakistan State Oil (PSO) too will soon be privatised.


One of the major reasons for the government's ability to blow off what should otherwise be major setbacks to its privatisation push is that the official justifications for privatisation -- to the extent that officialdom even bothers to put any forward -- are not forcefully refuted through a historicized argument that acknowledges our colonial past, the economic structure that we inherited and its subsequent evolution, and the inherent similarity of our experience to the majority of post-colonial states. It is only by undertaking a holistic analysis with these factors in mind that the reality of the privatisation agenda can be understood.


In the first instance, there is a need to recognise the specificity of state enterprises in the 'commanding heights' of the economy in the post-colonial world. Colonialism bequeathed to us a highly skewed economic structure in which monoculture cash-cropping became the norm while local industry was stifled deliberately by the state. Accordingly, the state itself enjoyed a far greater share in the economy than in European countries where economic development in industry and agriculture was far more integrated. As colonial agriculture became more and more commercialised, hordes of rural dwellers previously dependent on agrarian livelihoods were forced to migrate to urban areas, where, due to the lack of viable opportunities elsewhere, state employment offered the only meaningful and importantly stable option to earn a living.


Following the departure of the colonial rulers, post-colonial states such as Pakistan remained mired in an acute relationship of dependency with the ex-colonial powers, which meant that the skewed economic structure described above remained intact. In fact, as time has passed, the major change that has taken place is a rapid explosion of the service sector rather than a meaningful expansion of productive manufacturing activities. In other words, the economy is structurally constrained from absorbing the rapid population increase that has accompanied the ever-intensifying commercialisation of agriculture. The result is that the urban centres have become increasingly less-equipped to accommodate the greater numbers of migrants coming in from the rural areas.


It is no surprise that state employment remains so highly valued in Pakistan even today, in spite of the fact that in many cases low-level state functionaries do not earn incomes commensurate with the rapidly rising cost of living. In a society that has experienced the turbulent upheaval associated with the colonial encounter, and in which the disingenuous claims of pro-poor economic growth continue to be bandied about liberally by mainstream 'experts', the public sector remains the primary source of hope for the majority of working people, notwithstanding the state's coercive nature, elite composition, and political commitment to status quo.


Privatisation, in this context, is nothing short of destructive. It implies a belief in an age-old economic 'development' model that ignores already ravaged post-colonial social formations in which the vast majority of people still rely on agriculture for their livelihoods but where the ruthless process of capital accumulation across national borders is subjecting a rapidly exploding population to utter social deprivation. Meanwhile even the rhetorical claims of neo-liberal ideologues that privatisation improves efficiency and service delivery are highly suspect. Reports of the planning commission no less on the record of 160 privatised enterprises over the past decade and a half quite clearly indicate that no more than a handful have actually improved their economic performance, an astoundingly large proportion have actually been closed down, while the largest number are operating at the same capacity and efficiency as before.


This was before the present government decided to privatise state enterprises in the commanding heights such as telecommunications, energy and capital goods, which constitute natural monopolies and offer much-needed goods and services to a population that ultimately cannot withstand the pressures of unbridled market competition. Perhaps the biggest travesty related to the government's privatisation agenda is the standing of the army-run semi-government organisations such as the Fauji Foundation and the Army Welfare Trust as the country's biggest industrial conglomerates. Given the now indisputable evidence that such enterprises are 'inefficient' and a burden on the national exchequer, why are they not slated for privatisation or subject to the same logic that pervades the thinking of our economic managers when it comes to the state's role in the economy more generally? As with everything else in Pakistan, 'might is right' explains the obsession with privatisation, and as the workers of PTCL proved 18 months ago, only countervailing power can prevent the sale of every public enterprise there is.

(By Aasim Sajjad Akhtar, The News-6, 09/01/2007)

Milk price issue hangs in the balance

KARACHI: The city Nazim held a meeting with milk retailers on Saturday in which it was agreed that the price of milk would be reduced, but so far no price reduction has taken place. 


While milk sellers still complain about the stagnancy of fodder prices, the city government claims to have started a crackdown on milk retailers who, in some areas, have still not reduced their prices to the one set by the government i.e. Rs28 per kilo.


Chief Secretary Fazlur Rehman said the govt has started to make milk retailers pay fines. He, however, refused to give further details by saying that another meeting would be held regarding this issue. The Nazim also was not available for questioning. Milk prices have already caused frustration among citizens who are already suffering from increasing prices of basic commodities. With Muharram approaching, there will be a further increase in demand of milk and yogurt, which is likely to cause another upward trend in the market.


Although the citizens have been told to lodge their complaints regarding the sale of milk at higher rates at helpline 134 and toll-free number 0800-12012 so that the city government could take action against profiteers more effectively, many have complained of the phone lines not connecting. 


DDO Enterprise and Investment Promotion Department, Malik Zaidain, however denies this by saying that their phone lines are free and many complaints have already been registered. 

He says the fine imposed for selling milk at a price higher than the government’s set price is Rs10,000, or jail for a week. According to him, the increase in milk prices was done arbitrarily by the wholesalers, and that in the meeting with the Nazim there were representatives from both dairy farmers and retailers who have a already unilaterally agreed to conform to the government’s price. 

According to Zaidain, a team of expertise is to monitor the prices, not only that of milk, but also that of cattle and fodder. Sub-committees have also been formed for keeping in check prices, he added. 


Reports say that even though the city govt has managed to bring down the prices in most areas, there are still some areas such as North Karachi and Nazimabad where this has not taken place. 


More specifically, milk shops in smaller lanes and alleys have not been checked neither have the area people filed any complaints in fear of no action being taken. For this, Zaidain says, the patrolling committee will be dispatched today (Tuesday). In case of the government’s prices not being followed, a major crackdown on milk dealers would be initiated.


The writ of government seems to have been established up until now, but the fact is that the move was made slow and there is still a lot of work to be done in order to maintain prices at one level. The real test of the government scheme will be tested in the upcoming weeks. Because of the rise in the price of milk, other dairy products and commodities have also suffered an unprecedented rise.


Karachi is the only city that faces such drastic price fluctuation and immediate and effective action is needed to relieve the citizens from this economic burden.

(By Xari Jalil, The News-4, 09/01/2007)

When the firefighters came late

KARACHI: Once Azra Lodge stood proudly in the street just like any other house, with its whitewashed walls and swank appearance. Now it stands black, forlorn, and decrepit, boasting of nothing but the death of two people, husband and wife. The recent incident of the fire in Bahadurabad is a tragic story, not only because of the deaths, but also because of the lackadaisical attitude of the fire brigade. 


On January 11, around 8 in the morning, the Ilyas family woke up to have breakfast. The two brothers’ wives, Sana and Nazia, were getting their children ready for school. The three children left, and the rest of the family began their breakfast. The next thing that happened was the least expected. The entire family were enveloped in flames, leaping higher and higher towards the ceiling, and soon, nothing except the intense blazing heat could be felt by the family. All four were trapped. 


Help came only from their next-door neighbours, who had seen this happening. They informed the Bahadurabad Police Station about the fire, and then the rest of the family were called. 


Shakeel Atteqi, a close relative of the Ilyas family, said that they made eight to ten calls to Madadgar 15, and the fire brigade. The brigade arrived an hour after the entire house was in flames, and the four people trapped inside different rooms of the house. When the fire engine finally turned up, they lacked proper equipment, and their efforts were in futility. 


“The pipe was torn in ten places,” Atteqi remarked angrily, “They aimed at one point, but water would be spraying out in other places. The men did not have the requisite fire-fighting attire, a clear indication of their non-serious attitude towards their work. They wore slippers, they didn’t have any kind of fire protecting costume, and none of them bothered to even step inside the house, although they knew that people were trapped inside.”


Atteqi says it was a surprise to them when they saw the Bahadurabad police who helped them the most. Assistant Sub-Inspector (ASI) Mohammad Khan, as well as the Bahadurabad UC Nazim, Rasheed, risked their lives by entering the burning house and rescuing the family trapped there, while the fire rescuing party stood there as virtual idle onlookers. 


“The fire brigade had no hammer, no torch, no protective clothing,” says another relative of the Ilyas family. “We had to call up Edhi, and the Edhi team arrived promptly, took active participation in helping the injured into their vans and taking them to hospital.”


But two of the family members, Asif Ilyas and his wife Nazia, were in a bad state. Asif’s younger brother Kashif managed to stay conscious somehow and breathlessly told the rescuing team about his brother and sister-in-law being stuck inside. When the bodies were taken to the nearest hospital, the ECG showed a level line: Asif and Nazia had both died of suffocation.


“They were both stuck in their rooms, Nazia in the bathroom,” says Atteqi shaking his head sadly. “If the brigade would have gotten here earlier, they could have been saved.” 


Kashif and his wife Sana were saved, although Sana is still in hospital. Neither was in a state to be questioned, nor was their old mother who also was rescued unhurt. But the entire first and second floors were nothing but a black shell, smelling of burnt plastic and wood. The family’s assets and personal property was burnt to ashes, including their television, their chairs, beds, and other furniture. 


ASI Zulfikar of the Bahadurabad police station says that the fire had started out because of a short circuit, of what was obvious until now. He says it was a coincidence, a short circuit could occur anytime. He agreed that had the fire brigade been on time, the couple could have been saved, but according to him, the brigade does not have proper resources either, which should be provided by the government. But who could explain all this to the two small school-going children that Asif and Nazia have left behind?

(By Xari Jalil, The News-2, 14/01/2007)

‘Tastes of Burns Road’ Expo fails to make impact

KARACHI: “Tastes of Burns Road”, which was organised in connection with the Hamara Karachi celebrations failed to pull much of crowds to the already existing famous and oldest food street of the metropolis, owing to lack of proper arrangements and non-availability of adequate parking which was the major problem, and the foremost issue which for decades was not solved by any of the government was the untidiness and filth strewn all around. 


The famous and oldest food street of the metropolis, Burns Road, which has been catering to millions of people since long has now been formally declared ‘Food Street” on an eight-day trial basis from January 10 to 18..


Governor of Sindh Dr Ishratul Ebad was the first one to moot the idea of declaring Burns Road a food street but could not make it due to too many high-rise buildings and having no alternative to allow passage of traffic. All the public transport to almost all parts of the city passes through here. Only those who usually flock to this area every weekend were in majority. 


This correspondent interviewed many of those people and restaurant owners to solicit their views and on what the City District Government said was a grand festival. It emerged that business during this food festival showed a marked decline as it is the area where walk-in customer and take-away services were in full swing round the clock.


The main reason behind this bearish trend, said a shopkeeper, was lack of permission even to private vehicles as barricades were put up both at entry and exit points, which, besides reducing sales by 50 percent, also created traffic mess around the by-lanes. 


Business in this area has a bullish trend but the organising of the event, the shopkeepers viewed, had reduced their daily customers. This despite the fact that restaurant owners arranged live concerts, magic show and other festivities for the people. The Al-Hamd Fried Chicken (AFC), fast food restaurant, the only one in this area, which was opened, recently held various variety programmes for the assemblage. 


The owner of the restaurant Sohail Sabir excitedly stated that this should be a regular feature as people of Karachi and especially this area missed out on recreational activity. This is the start of the plan and would obviously gain business with the passage of time. The government, he said, had introduced this idea on a trial basis. 


Popular food staples at Taste include Nihari, Gola Kabab, Haleem,. Fish, Rabri and famous dahi bara which attracted the people even living in this locality. No other special offer was given by the town administration. 


This downtown show, however, gained momentum on Sunday where people from different city areas flocked to enjoy the food street. Hasan Jamil, an Accountant in the National Refinery, who usually visits the place once in a month along with family was of the view that these celebrations should be organised in different parts of the city in collaboration with the sponsors who could manage the whole event including the trash collection. 


Fauzia Rahman from Clifton only came to know that Hamara Karachi was being celebrated when she, along with her family, stopped over on Burns Road as just a usual trip. Another food lover of the Burns Road, three friends, Mohammed Abbas Shahzada, Mohammed Samar and Shahbuddin Qureshi suggested that street should be declared food street along the lines of the Lahore Gawalmandi which has its unique features like cleanliness and hygienic conditions apart from food.


Ahsan Shamshad, an Accounts Assistant in the PTCL, was of the view that this festival could be arranged on public holidays and Sundays so as not to hamper traffic flow. 


Sabrina Atif who came along with her family from Defence criticizing the government for mismanagement and improper arrangement said that, a proper guideline should be given to the people and the government functionaries should have involved making this event successful. As a matter of fact, garbage was strewn all over, with burst sewerage lines in the entire area.

(By Shamim Bano, The News-2, 16/01/2007)

Fighting fire at cost of their lives
KARACHI, Jan 16: Monday’s fire in a garment warehouse, which claimed lives of six firemen leaving three still trapped under the rubble, has exposed the near collapse state of the fire department service.

The fire department’s capacity is insufficient to meet the requirements of the city and the latest incident is likely to affect the morale of the already neglected fire department.


Rescue officials said three firemen Imtiazul Haq, Fareed Khan and Naseer were still trapped under the rubble. Korangi Fire Station Officer Ishtiaq Ahmed suffered critical wounds and Site Fire Station Officer Mobin suffered fractures.


It is perhaps the most under resourced department faced with manpower shortage. As put by a fireman, “The department has never been taken seriously by the authorities concerned irrespective of who is in power”.


The state of affairs can be assessed from the fact that Chief Fire Officer Kazim Ali was under suspension since November 22. The routine affairs were being looked after by the deputy chief fire officer Naeem Yousuf, who reportedly suffered a nervous breakdown and was in hospital coinciding with the Monday’s fire inferno.

The chain of command suffered the last jolt when Fire Officer Ehtesham, who had taken charge from the deputy chief, got injured in the fire fighting operation on Monday.

After assessing the situation, the city nazim had to call CFO Kazim Ali at the place of the incident and reinstated him only on verbal orders.


Unlike the army and police services, survivors of “Shaheed” firemen do not receive monthly salary and other benefits.

Instead of special insurance policy, the firemen are provided with the general group insurance policy which is compulsory for all government servants.


In case of death in line of duty, the heirs of a fireman receive an amount of Rs300,000. Jobs were earlier provided to his blood relations, but due to recent ban on jobs this practice too suffered, insiders said adding that the jobs offered to such relatives recently were contract-based.


So far 17 firemen and officers of fire brigade department have sacrificed their lives and four rendered handicapped while saving citizens since 1958.


First accidental death of a fireman was recorded in 1958 when a huge fire broke out in a fireworks factory at Bohri Bazaar. Khannan Khan, the unfortunate fireman, succumbed to the burn wounds while extinguishing the fire.


Fireman Qamaruddin lost his life while attempting to save the life of a child who got trapped in a building where a major fire had erupted at Khajoor Bazaar in 1965. But, he neither succeeded to bring out the child nor managed to save his own life as the building structure collapsed during his attempt.


Alam Khan died of suffocation while he was striving to rescue some labourers who were trapped in an oil tanker, which caught fire in 1971.


In 1985, fireman Abdul Ghaffar Khan drowned to death when he was searching the body of a drowned child in a lake.


Sub Fire Officer Muhammad Shafiq was shot dead in 1992 by some miscreants while he was busy in putting off the fire that broke in a shop near Khokhrapar Post Officer.


Fireman Waseem Shaikh died of inhalation of toxic chemicals in 1992 while controlling the fire, which broke out at a chemical godown near Ran Pathani Railway Station.


Sub Fire Officer Abdul Majeed was crushed under the front wheel of a fire tender, which had rushed to Shershah to extinguish fire in 1992.


In 1995, fireman Gulam Rasool was busy in extinguishing the fire of a truck, which was set ablaze by miscreants at Korangi 5 ½ when he received bullet wounds in a cross fire between the miscreants and police. He was taken to the hospital but succumbed to the wounds during the operation.


In 1997, Sub Fire Officer Muhammad Siddique was shot dead by unknown assailants when he was on duty at the Central Fire Station, Baba-i-Urdu Road.


In 2006, Sub Fire Officer Aqeel Ahmad and firemen Sher Ahmad and Zubair Ahmad lost their lives in Site fire tragedy.


Fire Station Officer Zafar Akhtar died in a chemical godown while struggling to put off fire last year.


This year’s first incident of fire left six firemen dead as a result of roof collapse while they were extinguishing the fire that broke out in a garment godown.


Besides, several firemen were rendered handicapped, many received burn wounds while discharging their duties following the back draft of fire and caving in of affected buildings.

(By S. Raza Hassan, Dawn-17, 17/01/2007)

4 trapped firemen feared dead: Rescue operation enters day two
KARACHI, Jan 16: Hopes of rescuing alive the four firemen trapped under the rubble of the fire-wrecked factory faded on Tuesday as a rescue operation, supervised by army men, entered its second day.


Five firemen were killed and 18 injured on Monday when a four-storey garment factory caved in after a devastating blaze in the Site area.


An injured fireman succumbed to injuries at the Abbasi Shaheed Hospital on Tuesday, taking the death toll to six.


Rescue workers say the main problem impeding the rescue operation of the trapped victims is the strewn debris comprising large boulders covering the entire accident site.


Heavy equipment such as crane-drillers and shovels are being used for removing the debris from the rear and front of the collapsed four-storey portion of the factory, but the operation is proceeding at an extremely slow pace, unable to penetrate through the debris from the collapsed ceilings of three floors where the victims still lie buried.


Ali Manzil, a fireman, told Dawn that the rescue workers had identified the four firemen trapped under the rubble as Ahmed Noor, Naseer, Fareed Khan, and Fire Officer Imtiazul Haq.

He said one of the fireman, Ghulam Ali, was also trapped with other firemen when the building caved in but, “he managed to come out of the debris and told us that the fire officer and three other firemen, who were with him when the building collapsed, were still down there.”


Fireman Shakeel said the rescue workers had managed to enter a part of the collapsed building through the rubble and they had seen the body of Ahmed Noor stuck under a pillar. “But they couldn’t get through to Noor as it was impossible to take out the body from the heavy pillar, and had to come out of the collapsed structure, without him,” he said.


Another rescue worker said the pace of the rescue operation was too slow mainly because of restricted space for moving in the rescue equipment. “It could take another 24 hours to remove the debris.”


The watchman of the factory, Raees Khan, said that he had seen an electric cable giving off sparks from the ground floor before the fire engulfed the fabric godown of the stitching department of the factory. “I along with other employees tried to extinguish the fire with fire extinguishers, but it spread rapidly,” he said.

He said as many as 22 labourers were hired to remove the material from the gutted section and some of them were believed to have been inside the godown when the building collapsed.


Station Fire Officer of the Naval Fire Service Qabil Shah said that four fire engines from the NFS were also performing the rescue service. “The collapsed building is still smouldering,” he added.


The SFO has said as many as 106 rescue workers from the NFS are involved in the rescue operation which is continuing round the clock.


An army major, who is supervising the rescue operation with his strong team, told Dawn that the main problem in the rescue operation was that there was no drawing/plans of the building’s layout available. “We are here for support since last night and have guided the rescue workers in the use of the equipment,” he added.


Nazeer Mohammed, a fireman from the Central Fire Station, appearing confounded by the situation on the ground said the buildings did not collapse due to the intensity of fire.

“I have never seen such a building collapse due to fire in my 23-years of service,” he remarked. The fireman indicated that the building most probably collapsed due to the sub-standard material used in the construction.


“I have heard people say that two of the pillars of the collapsed building were too weak, to withstand any kind of shock,” he said, adding “and since the collapsed building is too narrow, this is resulting in a great deal of problem for the rescue workers, as only one machine, whether it be a driller or shovel, can be moved in at a time.”

(By Tahir Siddiqui, Dawn-17, 17/01/2007)

Fire department still awaits new vehicles

KARACHI: The Fire Brigade Department of Karachi is still waiting for two snorkels and 22 small vehicles that were pledged by the city government in last year’s budget in order to enhance its capacity to blow out fire incidents.


In June 2006, the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) earmarked funds worth Rs 110 million for the development of the fire department in its budget approved for 2006-07. However, after a six-month lapse, the fire department still depends on other institutions in order to perform efficiently, as the CDGK has been unable to follow through its promise.


According to the budget, a search and rescue team on the pattern of international standards would also be set up, using the federal government’s grant of Rs 350 million, while 22 small vehicles would be handed over to the fire department for developing disaster management.


An official of the department termed the department’s deteriorating condition as an open secret. “Every time a mishap occurs in some part of Karachi, the fire department needs assistance, either from the Army or the Rangers.” He said that the fire-fighters had to suffer because of the lack of adequate extinguishing equipment, as had happened Monday in a factory in the SITE area, where three fire officials died as the factory’s roof collapsed due to severe heat. 


When contacted, an official of the CDGK said that the fire department would soon be equipped with the latest vehicles as the procedure to get them was underway.


Meanwhile, the Sindh Minister for Labour, Industries and Commerce Adil Siddiqui, expressed grave concern on Tuesday over the incident of fire in SITE area. During his visit to the factory that had caught fire, Siddiqui said that such incidents were on the rise in industrial areas, creating unrest and fear among workers.

He said that the notice of the fire incident had been taken to the higher level and Prime Minister Shaukat Aziz had also expressed concern over it.

(Daily Times-B1, 17/01/2007)

Bad policies bring Fire Dept closer to internal backdraught


KARACHI: The funeral in absentia of the seventh firefighter Fareeduddin who died in Monday’s SITE textile factory inferno was held at the Baldia fire station on Sunday.

The rescue operation was wrapped up without being able to find Fareeduddin’s body. Sources said that during the last moments of the fire he was seen with the three firefighters whose bodies were recovered from the debris. There are two opinions on what could have happened to Fareeduddin. One is that his body was moulded to the three bodies that were recovered and the other is that his body was completely burnt away. And while bones usually survive fires, it is unlikely that any could have remained in this one. The temperature in the fire is estimated to have been over 1,500 degrees Celsius as it melted the firefighter’s helmets that can survive up to that point.


For the first time in the history of the fire brigade department, a record number of 11 firefighters have died in three different fires over the course of ten months, raising questions on the internal management of the department.


For a population of about 20 million in Karachi, there are 760 firefighters who operate out of 21 fire stations with 27 tenders. According to fire department sources, internal politics, a lack of resources and political pressures have taken their toll on the department which comes under the administrative control of the City District Government Karachi (CDGK). 


The fire department’s full strength, including firefighters, is 954 out of which 885 are operational staff such as firefighters and drivers. Sources said that more than 100 trained fire fighters and special drivers for heavy tenders are working for different officers as their drivers, telephone operators and peons. 


Out of 21 fire stations across Karachi, only four (Sohrab Goth, Orangi Town, SITE and Korangi) are in full working condition with their own water connections which other fire stations have to rely on. Four additional fire stations have been closed down due to a lack of water and vehicles. Currently, 23 fire tenders are out of order.


As not all fire stations have water connections, distances count in emergencies. For example, if the Mehmoodabad fire station engine needs water it would go to Korangi, the nearest station, which would take 2 to 2.5 hours. During the time that its tender goes off to fill up on water, the Mehmoodabad fire station has no other vehicle and a tender has to be called from another nearby station. 


Around ten days ago, a fire broke out in a house in Bahadurabad whose family members called the fire department. The area came under the Manzoor Colony fire station but as its tender had gone for repairs the Saddar tender was dispatched. When this one broke down on Tariq Road another tender was from dispatched from the headquarters near Civil Hospital Karachi. But by the time that vehicle reached the scene a couple, who had locked themselves in the bathroom, was dead. The woman was four months pregnant. 


During any operation two fire tenders are dispatched according to standard operating procedures, with one as backup. But this is not always possible due to the shortage of vehicles. But a shortage of resources isn’t the only problem the fire brigade department has to face. To complicate matters internal politics steps in along with outside political influences. Three groups are active in the department’s internal politics. Currently, there is a fight over who will become the chief fire officer. One group has rallied around former chief fire officer Kazim Ali, another around senior fire officer Ehtesham and the third one has links to the city nazim. 


Ex-CFO Kazim Ali was suspended in November reportedly over a plot’s NOC dispute between the CDGK and the fire department. Charge was handed over the Deputy Chief Fire Officer Naeem Yousaf but when he was hospitalized Senior Fire Officer Ehtesham took over. When the SITE factory fire broke out on Monday, however, the city nazim ordered that Kazim Ali assume charge. Seven firefighters and two factory workers died in the blaze. And while Kazim was reinstated, Ehtesham was also still in charge and thus for three days there were two CFOs managing operations. That is, until upon the nazim’s directives Kazim Ali was suspended again. 


No firefighter has life insurance and they are dependent on compensation cheques which the government may or may not give their families in case of death. This week, however, one family received Rs 500,000 in compensation for a firefighter’s death in Monday’s fire.


In the SITE fire on Monday, Nazimabad SFO Yasir Iqbal and his sub-fire officer Imtiazul Haq also died. Yasir Iqbal was the brother-in-law of Gulshan-e-Iqbal Town Nazim Wasay Jalil who subsequently had the office of the SFO sealed at the station, sources said, adding that as a result the new Nazimabad SFO Tauheedur Rehman has to work out of the control room of the Nazimabad fire station instead of his office.


When Daily Times attempted to contact the city nazim for comment on these issues he was unavailable over the telephone.

(By Abbas Naqvi, Daily Times-B1, 22/01/2007)

Valuing our firefighters

ON Jan 16 all the country’s leading newspapers covered the news of the loss of eight precious lives, including six of firefighters, in a SITE garment factory inferno.

This was followed by the saddening news that those unfortunate firefighters didn’t even have proper insurance coverage which is considered mandatory in the developed world for all jobs that involves any kind of risk or hazard to that person.


These unsung heroes of our nation who risk their lives for saving ours never get the recognition they deserve as compared to their counterparts in the western world, where apart from being highly paid they are comprehensively insured against all kinds of risks.


The way 9/11 firefighters were recognised is a testament to their value to the nation where the family of each firefighter got anything from $875,000 to $ 4.1 million from the compensation fund, thus making them millionaires overnight.

Compared to our valiant soldiers who have different commercial organisations like AWT, Fauji Foundation at their back in case of any accident, these firefighters have to daily fight deadly fires in most testing conditions with least sophisticated equipment and hardly any specialised training.


The accident should be an eye-opener for people at the helm to take radical steps for saving this public service department by equipping them with the latest technology, training them on specialised fire-fighting particularly oil-and gas-related fires, adequate insurance coverage for them and their families and, most importantly, a professional and permanent fire chief.


SYED WAJID ALI, Karachi

(Dawn-6, Letter to the Editor, 23/01/2007)
10 new fire engines to be procured

KARACHI: The city government has allocated a sum of Rs100 million to upgrade the Fire Brigade Department on modern lines. 


The procurement of ten new fire engines would be made through tender process, repairing of old and out-of-order vehicles as well as deputing new vehicles and staff at the newly constructed fire stations. 


This was announced by City Nazim Syed Mustafa Kamal, while addressing a high-level meeting of Fire Brigade Department officers on Tuesday at his office in which all station officers and other officers were also present. 

He also announced that fire officers would be sent abroad for training and fire service personnel would be able to have life insurance policies and a consultant firm would be hired to study the department and present ways to improve it.


The city Nazim said these major changes would be made within the next couple of months, including hiring of the consultancy firm that would submit their study report within three months to officials, technical and daily procedure to upgrade the department on the latest scientific lines. The government will also grant medical, insurance and other facilities to the fire staff.  He also emphasised for training of the staff, provision of all necessary facilities, sufficient number of vehicles, latest communication system and imparting training to other departments. 


He mentioned that the fire department officers would be sent abroad as well as other cities of Pakistan for training and the trained officer will impart training to their junior officials and the mechanism of training at all fire station would be operative. 


Mustafa Kamal also expressed grief and concern over the recent deaths of eleven fire brigade officials in an accident in SITE area and instructed the concerned officials to maintain a report to minimise the chances of deaths in any fire accident. 

He further asked the chief fire officer to hold meetings of Fire Brigade Department’s officers on a regular basis and consider the suggestions forwarded by the officers. He also mentioned that the chief fire officers as well as other officers should be given the authority of finance to address their problems. 


He added that it is his mission to develop all fire stations on modern lines and provide maximum necessary equipments, for example, two new snorkels are also being purchased. He said that he would welcome all suggestions to improve the performance of the department. 


Earlier, Chief Fire Officer Ihtishamuddin, Deputy Chief Fire Officer Naeem Yousuf and former CFO Kazim Ali presented a detail briefing to the city Nazim, regarding Fire Brigade Department.

(The News-3, 24/01/2007)

Fire station given to private party
KARACHI, Jan 23: A deal struck between the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) and a private concern may expose the families of fire fighters to increased pollution, besides impeding fire-fighting operations in Korangi.

The city government has signed an agreement with a private party which provides for the setting up of a concrete mixing plant in the Korangi fire station.

This has set alarm bells ringing, fuelling speculation that before long a major civic facility might face dislocation because it is based on prized land and being eyed by the land mafia.


Once the ready concrete mixing plant starts functioning, the firemen’s families living in the Korangi Fire Station residential quarters would be exposed to extra ordinary sound, dust and hydro carbon smoke which would be highly injurious for their health.


The possession of plot ST-8/1 measuring 1.71 acres in Sector 26 Korangi Industrial Area housing the Korangi Fire Station was awarded on a letter issued by the Deputy District Officer (W&S) Korangi Division-1, CDGK, dated November 16, 2006. The letter in question does not bear a letter number and bears signs of handwritten correction. It also does not bear the signature of D.D.O Works and Services, instead some other officer has signed for the D.D.O on such an important legal document.


Well placed sources in the city government told Dawn several ambiguities in the letter were pointed out by the chief fire officer in his dispatch to the District Coordination Officer (DCO). Subsequently, the DCO cancelled the allotment through a letter with the subject “Cancellation of Letter No. Nil, dated 16.11.2006”.

The letter reads, “it has been brought to my knowledge that letter under reference has been issued by the Deputy District Officer (W&S) Korangi Division-I CGDK for illegally handing over of physical possession of plot no. ST-8/1, measuring 1.71 acres, Sector 26, Korangi Industrial Area, to a private party M/s Safe Mix Concrete Products (Pvt) Ltd Lahore, through manipulation in Record of Rights despite fact that a full-fledged government fire brigade station is functioning at the plot”.


The DCO directed the Executive District Officer (Revenue) to immediately cancel/withdraw the above letter ensuring that no such illegal transaction comes into effect in the Record of Rights.


Subsequently, EDO Revenue was appointed as enquiry officer vide letter No.DCO/CDGK/2006/870 dated November 18, 2006 by the DCO. However, in a strange twist, on November 22, 2006 DCO Fazlur Rahman issued a order No.DCO/CDGK/2006/891 stating “Due to a misunderstanding created through a note initiated by the Chief Fire Officer, CDGK and as corrected by the EDO (E&IP) vide his letter No.CDGK/EDO/E&IP/399/2006 dated 22 November 2006 in respect of plot no 8/1 measuring 1.71 acres sector 26 KIA”. Subsequently, the earlier issued order directing the EDO Revenue was withdrawn and the chief fire officer suspended from duty on November 22.


The handing over coincided with the submission of PC-1 for the up gradation of Korangi fire station and establishment of Fire Training School on this plot was under process, the well placed sources said.


A copy of the agreement between the city government and Safe Concrete Products signed by the DCO on behalf of the CDGK and representative of SMCP shows that CDGK invited bids for the setting up of a Batching Plant Facility to produce “ready mix concrete” on its land measuring two acres situated at Sector 26, Industrial Area. The project is to be known as “Public Private Partnership”. The entire agreement does not mention the plot number.


It only points out the SMCP would utilise a piece of land owned by CDGK measuring two acres situated at Sector 26, Industrial Area, Karachi and presently comprising what is known as “Korangi Asphalt Plant” for establishing on the land a batching plant facility.


Clause 20 of the agreement says “the functioning of the plant shall be environment friendly and SMCP shall ensure that minimum inconvenience, discomfort is caused to the surrounding population. The environment policy is to be followed as covered in the laws and regulations of Pakistan”. Such clauses pertaining to environmental concerns are blatantly flouted by an overwhelming number of industrial units.


The EDO Enterprise and Investment Promotion, Syed Hasan Naqvi when contacted by Dawn said that CDGK has given its land to a private party under public private partnership agreement and the fire station is located just behind the land in question.


He however, admitted that some controversy was generated when the DCO had cancelled the allotment letter and later restored it, but said that apart from this there was nothing more to it, and this was a simple PPP agreement, Mr Naqvi remarked. Despite repeated attempts to contact him, the DCO was not available for his version.

(By S. Raza Hassan, Dawn-17, 25/01/2007)

FEBRUARY

Illegal gas connections a bane
KARACHI, Feb 5: Illegal gas connections are becoming a menace in katchi abadis and slums of the city. Owing to a growing number of such connections, the problem of low pressure, especially during peak-use hours, is being faced by genuine consumers. Moreover, a high risk of fire is involved in the illegal activity as in most cases, safety standards are usually ignored while taking an extra connection from a legal one.


It has been observed that most of the households in under-developed localities of the city have illegal gas connections largely because a property-owner would provide extra connections to his one, two or even more tenants from the single line provided to one family. This illegal arrangement is made obviously to save the amount charged by the gas utility for providing a separate meter to each household.


On the other side, this menace creates problems for genuine gas consumers. “We have been complaining to the SSGC officials about the low gas pressure in our locality for long and they would always assure us of remedial measures. However, nothing has been done in this regard,” complained residents of Raja Tanveer Colony and Toori Bangash Colony.

(Dawn-15, 06/02/2007)

Milk crisis evades resolution

KARACHI: Around more than a month has gone by but milk prices have not ceased to fluctuate, causing intense crisis in the milk market, and leaving consumers to bear the brunt. 


The city government and consumers seem to lay the blame on the retailers, but the retailers and wholesalers have in turn passed the buck on to the dairy farmers, the main suppliers of milk in town. 

“We had a strike on Sunday, to pressure the dairy farmers, and we would have had another one the following day, but they succumbed to our pressure,” says Malik, a milk retailer. He explains that the dairy farmers suffered a great loss on Sunday when all milk shops were closed because of the strike. Consequently, it was informally “decided” that they would try and make a deal with the retailers and wholesalers and let them sell the milk at a higher price, Rs32 per litre. 


However, according to several retailers, the meetings, which were held among the cattle farmers, the retailers and the wholesalers, failed and no decision has been reached as yet. 


“The dairy farmers are facing expenses that cannot be ignored at any rate,” retaliates Haji Rashid, the finance officer of the Dairy Farmers Association. “Our costs have increased of the cattle fodder, as well as transport costs, the water bill, and even the cattle maintenance. We have suffered immensely because of this rise in prices, and the entire blame cannot be solely laid upon us, for the increase in milk prices.”


Rashid’s complaint is echoed by other members of the Dairy Farmers’ Association. The rise in prices in fodder ingredients has been sharp, almost double. For instance, khul (cattle-feed) which was sold at the rate of Rs300 in a 50 kilogram bag, is now being sold at Rs800 for the same amount. In between, the price of khul had even risen to Rs1000. Another ingredient for fodder, choker, which was previously sold at the rate of Rs150 in a 37 kg bag, is now sold at Rs 300. Hay (bhoosa) which was sold for Rs100 for 100 kg is now being sold at Rs250. Most of the other composites of the cattle-feed have become more expensive and according to the farmers it is hard for them to keep up with these prices. Haji Rashid says that the water bill has also doubled, leaving the farmers in a quandary concerning the overhead costs. He says it used to be Rs2280 per month, which has now increased to Rs5000. 


According to the farmers, this is a situation that is beyond their control, and claim that the city government is responsible for this. Rehan, a milk retailer says that the City Nazim has refused to lower the prices for fodder, and the price ceiling remains at Rs28 per kilogramme for milk at retail outlets. However, he says, the maintenance of the price would only be possible, if the costs are lowered at all levels in the milk business, starting from the dairy farmers down to the retailers. “We cannot keeping selling at these prices when our costs are not being met,” he says. 


Malik Yasin, also a member of the All-Karachi Milk Retailers’ Welfare Association, says that there is to be a meeting with the City Nazim on February 9 where a decision is to be made regarding the prices of milk sold at shops. He says there is a general expectation that the cattle farmers will side with him in trying to pressure the government to change the level of price ceiling from Rs28 per kilogramme to at least Rs 32. However, many retailers have opined that this would not happen, and appear to be pessimistic about the situation. There are some who think that they might have to close down business, but this is only a tiny percentage among those who are sustaining pressure on higher-ups to lower costs, or raise the price ceiling. 


The average rate of milk in Karachi is Rs 32-34 per kilogramme, whereas in many places the rates hover at around Rs30. Surprisingly there are still very few areas such as in Shah Faisal Colony where milk is still being sold at Rs28 per kilogramme, but this, according to the retailers, is milk of a lower quality, as it is that bought from Lea Market, which is an open mandi for milk. Malik Yasin says that this milk is diluted with water, , and so selling it at Rs28 per kilogram is not such a loss to those who have costs to cover. He says the better quality milk is the one, which is acquired directly from Cattle Colony, which is fresh and pure. 


Price list

Area Price per litre (Rs)

Defence 30

Clifton 32

Akhtar Colony 32

Nazimabad 32

F.B Area 34

Shah Faisal Colony, block 1 28

Shah Faisal Colony, block 3 30

Malir 30

Burns Road 34

Gulistan-e-Jauhar 30

(By Xari Jalil, The News-2, 08/02/2007)

Mawach Goth Graveyard: 

CDGK yet to build wall, TPO being used as go-between


KARACHI: A wall has yet to be built by the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) around the Mawach Goth graveyard. Local residents had a meeting with Baldia Town TPO, Noman Siddiqui, on Monday, and presented their case to him again.


“We don’t want the entire area,” resident Yaqoob Khashkheli said. “We just want sufficient space for the graveyard. We had a meeting with the TPO today (Monday). He said he’ll speak with the DDO Land (Ikramullah) and the town nazim tomorrow (Tuesday) and will inform us about the situation then. The CDGK has not started to build the wall yet. They can’t do it until they reach an agreement with us.”


However, TPO Noman Siddiqui had a different take on the events. “We’re responsible only for maintaining the law and order situation in the area. We are not the authority to solve land ownership disputes,” he told Daily Times. “My main concern is that the people of the area should be satisfied before a wall is built, so that there are no law and order issues.”


Speaking about the residents, Siddiqui said: “These people have not gone to any competent authority. They should have gone to court, or the land department. They haven’t even approached the city nazim about it. I keep getting calls from PPP leaders. Muzaffar Shijra called me about this. I don’t see why - we’re the police, we maintain law and order. We don’t settle land disputes.”


Muzaffar Shijra, incidentally, is a former PPP MNA from the constituency comprising Landhi, Malir, Ibrahim Haidery and the surrounding areas. “I have a very good working relationship with the people of this area,” Siddiqui said. 


Residents claim to have approached PPP’s Afaq Shahid about the issue, and said that Shahid will be their legal counsel when the matter is taken to court. “Afaq sahib was busy with the NA-250 bye-polls for the past few days, but we have a meeting with him tomorrow to get his take on the entire situation,” Yaqoob Khashkheli said.

(By Urooj Zia, Daily Times-B1, 13/02/2007)

Milk-sellers move high court on price issue
KARACHI, Feb 15: The Sindh High Court issued notices to the city, provincial and federal governments and milk producers for February 20 in a petition moved by retailers against the fixation of milk price at Rs28 per liter and restrained the respondents from taking coercive action in the meantime.


The Karachi Milk Retailers Association submitted through Advocate Naeemur Rehman that the price was ‘arbitrary and capricious’.


According to a study conducted by the provincial animal husbandry department, the commodity costs Rs32.85 per liter when it reaches the hands of wholesalers.
The retailers would be incurring considerable loss if they were to sell milk at Rs28, the price fixed by the city district government, the petitioner maintained.
It said there could be no restraint in trade and they had a right to earn their living under Article 18 of the Constitution.


The association also challenged the validity of the Price Control and Prevention of Profiteering and Hoarding Act, 1977, as it was a federal enactment that sought to regulate a provincial subject.


The retailers contended that they were being charge-sheeted under the impugned law while fines were being recovered under the Sindh Essential Commodities Prevention of Profiteering and Hoarding Act, 2006.


The retailers said they should be allowed a profit of 16 per cent over and above the cost to make their business viable.


APPOINTMENTS: The chief minister has ordered an inquiry into allegedly irregular appointments made in the various provincial departments, Advocate-General Anwar Mansoor Khan told a division bench of the Sindh High Court on Thursday. Appearing in response to a court notice in a petition moved by an unsuccessful candidate for the post of ‘workshop instructor’ in the Sindh education department, he informed the bench, comprising Chief Justice Sabihuddin Ahmed and Justice Faisal Arab, that the selected candidate secured 83 out of 100 marks in the recruitment test while petitioner Mumtaz Ahmed obtained 80 marks. There were six vacancies in all, out of which only one was decided to be filled, he said.


The chief minister, the Advocate-General said, had ordered an inquiry into appointments made in the various departments and the position would be clear after the completion of the probe.


He would place before the court the outcome of the inquiry in respect of the posts of ‘workshop instructors’ in the education department, the AG said. The bench adjourned further hearing to April 5.


GRAVEYARD CASE: Another bench comprising Justices Sarmad Jalal Osmany and Ali Sain Dino Metlo issued notices to the Baldia Town nazim and other respondents for February 21 in a petition against construction of a wall cutting across the Moach Goth graveyard.


Petitioner Edhi Amin submitted through Advocate Afaq Khan Shahid that the wall would considerably reduce the area available for future use of the graveyard. The Baldia Town administration was contrary to superior court judgments against conversion of amenity plots, he said.


POLL STAYED: The bench headed by the CJ, meanwhile, stayed the election of the managing committee of the PIA Co-operative Housing Society scheduled for February 18.


Petitioner Arifur Rehman contended through Advocate Shaukat Ali Shaikh that he was a member of the superseded managing committee but was allowed to seek fresh election by the Sindh Co-operative Housing Authority. The permission was subsequently withdrawn arbitrarily.

(By Shujaat Ali Khan, Dawn-17, 16/02/2007)

Ordinance for consumers protection promulgated

KARACHI, Feb 16: Sindh Governor Dr Ishratul Ibad promulgated “The Sindh Consumers Protection Ordinance-2007” on Friday which has come into force at once.


The ordinance is aimed at promoting and protecting the rights and interests of consumers and make provisions for the establishment of the ‘consumer rights protection council’ and ‘consumers tribunals’, besides tackling other related matters.


The ordinance states that every person – businessman, trader manufacturer, supplier, as the case may be – shall comply with the market standards in respect of any particular goods or service, if any; ensure that the composition, contents, methods of manufacture, processing, design, construction, finishing, packaging, storage, handling of the goods are safe or are not likely to be a source to cause harm or injury to any person; and ensure that the instructions for such safe use, handling, packaging, storage and consumption are clearly displayed as to bring them clearly to the notice of any consumers or any prospective consumer.


If any businessman, company, firm, person, manufacturer or trader, supplies or attempts to supply any defective goods or deficient services or practices; or attempts to practice any unfair trade practices; or makes or attempts to make any false or misleading representation or violates any provision of this ordinance, such businessman, company, firm person, manufacturer or trader shall be liable to pay compensation to the complainant as the consumer tribunal may direct.


Where goods are supplied to a consumer, there shall be implied guarantee that the manufacturer and the supplier will take reasonable action to ensure that facilities for the repair of the goods and the supply of spare parts (of the same standard and quality as the original parts) for the goods are reasonably available for a reasonable period after the goods are so supplied.


Every manufacturer of consumer goods shall publish or mark on every packet or container the maximum retail prices, the nature, standard or type and the detail of ingredients used in the manufacture of goods, the weight, size or volume, date of manufacture and expiry, as the case may be, and have regard to the commercial practice in relation to those goods the name and address of the manufacturer or in the case of a packer or importer of the trade thereof.


EDO (Revenue) or a person who is qualified to be appointed as EDO (Revenue) shall be appointed by government as consumer tribunal.


The government shall publish a notification in the official gazette, establish as many consumer tribunals as it considers necessary; and where more than one such tribunals are established, it shall specify the territorial limits within which each such tribunal shall exercise jurisdiction under this ordinance.


No court other than the consumer tribunal shall have or exercise any jurisdiction with respect to any matter to which the jurisdiction of the tribunal extends under this ordinance.


Subject to the provisions of this ordinance, the consumer tribunal shall have jurisdiction to entertain complaints within the local limits of whose jurisdiction the defendant or any of the defendants actually resides or carries on business or personally works for gain.


A complaint shall be filed within 30 days of the arising of the cause of action or within such time as the consumer tribunal may allow on being satisfied that there was sufficient cause for not filing the complaint in time. But no extension shall be allowed beyond a period of 60 days from expiry of the warranty or guarantee period specified by the manufacturer or service provider and if no period is specified, one year from the date of purchase of the products or providing of services.


A consumer who has suffered loss or damage on account of violation of any provision of this ordinance may be issued written notice calling upon a manufacturer or provider of services to remedy the defect or compensate for the damage.


The manufacturer or service provider shall within a fortnight settle the claim. If after hearing both the parties, the consumer tribunal is satisfied that there has been violation of the provisions of this ordinance, it shall pass an order directing the defendant to take one or more of the actions; namely to remove defect from the goods in question, to replace the goods with new goods of similar description which shall be free from any defect; to return to the complainant to provide services that would have been provided to the consumer, if there had been no violation of the provisions of this ordinance and to pay 10 per cent of the price or, as the case may be, as charges/compensation to the consumer for any loss suffered by him.


If the defendant fails to comply with the order of tribunal within 30 days, or as the case may be, after expiry of appeal period, the amount awarded by it, shall be recovered as arrears of land revenue and paid to the consumer.


According to the ordinance, no court fee shall be payable on filing of a complaint or appeal.

(Dawn-17, 17/02/2007)

Top floors of highrise in Karachi gutted: 

Fire raged from morning till late night
KARACHI, Feb 18: An intense fire that broke out in the morning on the Pakistan National Shipping Corporation Building’s 11th floor and gutted its top four floors was raging till the filing of this report late in the night.


“It will take another few hours for our teams to completely extinguish the fire,” Chief Fire Officer Ehteshamuddin told Dawn.


The fire broke out on the 11th floor at about 9:15am, gutted it completely and then engulfed the 12th, 14th and 15th floors before affecting the rooftop. Efforts by some two dozen fire-tenders of the city’s ill-equipped fire brigade did, however, succeed in stopping it from spreading it downwards.


The building, it may be mentioned, does not have 13th floor, because of superstitions attached to the number, and the floor above the 12th is numbered 14th.


The fire destroyed the records of the National Engineering Services Pakistan (Nespak), some historical records and documents of the Sindh Golf Association (SGA) and important documents of the PNSC and some private offices.


Pakistan Navy’s two helicopters saved the lives of six people who had been trapped in the building.


A spokesman for the Inter-Services Public Relations (Navy), Karachi, said that the six people had been trapped on the affected floors and were unable to come down. They later took shelter on the roof.


The spokesman said the PNSC authorities sought Pakistan Navy’s help at about 12:30pm and two helicopters were immediately sent for rescue work.


The ISPR spokesman said that the rescue attempt was perilous as pilots braved dense smoke and kept flying despite the presence of a large number of birds flying in the area. “Endangering their own lives, the aviators of Pakistan Navy succeeded in rescuing the six people.”


The fire-fighters struggled to bring the fire under control because they lacked proper equipment to put out fires in multi-storeyed buildings. About 24 fire-tenders, eight belonging to the KPT and the rest from various parts of the city, were working constantly to put out the flames.


The two KPT-operated snorkels did not have enough pressure to propel water even up to the 8th floor, while the city government’s snorkel fared a little better, managing to spray water a little above the 9th floor.


The fire started from the western side of 11th floor and the fire-fighters after about two hours’ work thought they had brought it under control and started packing up when flames flared up again and started engulfing other areas.


Talking to reporters, Karachi CCPO Azhar Farooqi said the fire was caused by an electrical short circuit. But, fire brigades officials said the matter needed further probe.


They said that while the building had emergency exits but all of them were too narrow to be of any help to the people trapped inside.


“This is one of a few new buildings in the city which have emergency exits and some equipment to cope with such situations, but the exits are so narrow that no more than two people can use them in emergencies,” said a senior fire-fighter.


He said the situation could have been worse if the fire had broken out on a working day.


Officials said the 14th floor, which housed the offices of a minister, secretary and chairman and other senior officials of the PNSC, had been completely gutted.


“I have just come out of the 11th and 12th floors and saw that their structures are crumbling,” said a fire-fighter.


Federal Minister for Ports and Shipping Babar Khan Ghauri, who was supervising the rescue operation, said the PNSC offices had been shifted temporarily to the nearby office of the director-general (ports & shipping).The minister told reporters that a three-member team had been formed to determine the causes of the fire.


Asad I.A. Khan, vice-president of Nespak, said: “I am standing here helpless, seeing everything getting burnt,” he said.


Mr Khan said the authorities concerned should wake up to the situation and take steps to meet such emergencies in future. The city needed dozens of snorkels in areas where skyscrapers were being built and more were being planned, he said.


He said precious records of Nespak had been destroyed. According to him, the gutted record contained files pertaining to projects in Bangladesh, Thailand and Oman, as well as the Prime Minister’s House.


The chief fire officer said some four firemen had fainted because of smoke and heat and had to be taken to the Civil Hospital Karachi.

(By Hasan Mansoor, Dawn-1, 19/02/2007)

Firefighters battle more than just the flames

KARACHI: Firefighters laid the blame for a less-than-exemplary response to the blaze at the door of PNSC building’s “improper structure” fitted with faulty equipment to deal with emergencies.


Most firemen faced extreme hardship in conducting the rescue operation on Sunday as their department was not properly equipped to handle the enormous task in the multi-storied structure.

“The building did not have any emergency exit (emergency stairs) while the entrance was so congested that even two men could not make their way through it at a time,” said one of the firemen who participated in the operation.


“The lifts were off as soon as the system collapsed, so we had to use the evacuation stairs for firefighting purposes,” he added. “There were no emergency lights in the building with the result its interior plunged into darkness. The work was halted for a couple of hours because of this,” he continued. 


“Normally all such buildings have eight to 10-ft broad entrance but its (PNSC’s) opening is barely of three to four feet width,” said another official of the city fire brigade department, adding, “It was a very old building but did not have proper firefighting equipment in it.”


The official told this reporter that although the building had a hydrant, it did not work because it was empty of water.

“If properly maintained, the emergency showers could resist the fire to a great extent,” he remarked.

He stated that there is always a chance of short-circuit in such buildings therefore there should be proper inspection of firefighting equipment so as to avoid big accidents. “The Karachi Building Controlling Authority (KBCA) should not give NOC to any building if it does not provide for prevention measures in its structure,” he said. “But KBCA doesn’t do this job with responsibility.” 


While the building’s firefighting equipment was not workable, and the structure did not have emergency exit, compounding the problem was the fact that firefighters were themselves ill-equipped to face the challenge.


According to an official who asked not to be named, the firefighters did not even have any masks till Sunday morning and the ladder they used could not reach beyond the sixth floor. Therefore, extensions were used to reach the eleventh floor that had caught fire.

The city fire brigade vehicles had the chains with a maximum height of 100ft and so were insufficient to reach up the affected floors. In such a situation when development is taking place all round and multi-storied buildings are being raised, there should be dedicated helicopters for firefighting purposes.


On being quizzed, the chief fire officer of the city fire station said the blaze could be a result of short-circuit. However, it is yet to be confirmed.


He said that it may have happened due to the mistake of staff that remained there overnight, perhaps they forgot turning off a few switches and short-circuit occurred. He expected a nightlong operation to finally douse the flames.

“The fire spread rapidly due to the fact that wind from the direction of the sea raised it,” he stated, adding, “Nothing can be said as of now if the building can collapse. Anything can happen.” He added that acquisition of two more firefighting vehicles is in process, which could tackle blaze at a height of 150 to 160 ft. They are expected to arrive by April.

(By Farooq Baloch, The News-1, 19/02/2007)

Fire at PNSC building: 

Building by the sea burns for 14 hours

KARACHI: A huge fire erupted on the top six floors of the 16-storey building of the Pakistan National Shipping Corporation (PNSC), charring two floors and partially destroying four more floors.


Though no loss of life was reported, there were reports that six people had to be rescued by helicopters of the Pakistan Army and Navy. The six were employees of a private cellular phone company and their office was located on top of the PNSC building. The building is located on the Tamizuddin Khan Road near the Native Jetty Bridge.


Besides two choppers, 20 fire engines were used to bring the flames under control. Of the fire engines, 11 belonged to the city government, six were of the Pakistan Army and three were of the Pakistan Navy, while one of the two helicopters belonged to the Pakistan Navy and the other to the Pakistan Army. 


The fire started at 9 am and continued throughout the day. It started on the eleventh floor and by daybreak, it had managed to engulf the remaining five floors. 


The firemen had the fire under control till the time it remained on the eleventh floor, however things got out of control when it started spreading vertically towards the other floors as the hoses of the fire engines could not reach that high.


Chief Fire Officer Ehtashamuddin said that his men could reach only the tenth floor of the building and that’s when things became difficult for them once the flames jumped to the higher floors. He said that the firemen had to bring in extra hoses and attach them with a water-pumping machine in order to manage to reach tenth floor, and from there, they started gushing water onto the other floors. 


Ehtashamuddin said that the length of the hose used by his men or by the other fire tenders was always 120 metres and the fire had started at a height of 150 meters. The fire officer also said that six of his men fell unconscious because of the smouldering, but claimed that they were all fine. 

“We had close to 60 firemen working throughout the day and the number will increase to 150 and 200 later in the night when more men arrive,” he informed. 


Ehtashamuddin said that the fire escape did not provide enough space for them to take that route and termed the situation as “highly critical and complex”. “It could take us another several hours to completely extinguish the fire,” he said at 9:30 pm, exactly 12 hours after the fire had started.


Meanwhile, Federal Minister for Ports and Shipping Babar Ghauri has constituted a three-member investigation committee to look into the cause of the blaze. The committee will be headed by the chairman of the Karachi Port Trust. 


The building was the head office of the PNSC and consisted of the offices of several other government and non-government organisations. It was also the camp office of minister Ghauri during his visits to the area. The fire completely destroyed the records and data of the PNSC and NESPAK and other companies.


When asked whether there was an AC plant on the roof, which was attached with its fuel tank, Ehtashamuddin admitted that this was the case, and in fact did pose as a serious threat for his men. He, however, said that the plants were normally attached to the roofs of such high buildings. 


The PNSC building was built in 1971 after its foundation stone was laid in 1968 and was the tallest building of the city at that time. “This fire will badly affect structural strength of this building,” said noted town planner Arif Hassan.


It could not be ascertained if the building was equipped with proper alarms and emergency fire-fighting equipment. 


In late night developments, an official of the CDGK Kazim Ali said that the fire was under control and would cool down by dawn. “Every fire department worldwide is responsible to ensure the extinguishing of fire upto 42 feet, responsibility for the rest lies with the owners. The building had a sprinkler system, which was defunct because all lines were jammed.”

(Daily Times-B1, 19/02/2007)

PNSC building fire put out
KARACHI, Feb 19: The intense fire that had gutted the top four floors of the Pakistan National Shipping Corporation Building on Sunday was finally put out in the early hours of Monday at after an 18-hour operation.


The offices of the National Engineering Services Pakistan (Nespak) and the PNSC on the top floors of the 14-storey building were completely destroyed.


The 14th floor, which housed the offices of the federal minister for ports and shipping, secretary and chairman and other senior officials of the PNSC were completely gutted.


At least 24 fire-fighting engines and three snorkels were pressed in to service to extinguish the fire which broke out on the 11th floor around 9:15am and later engulfed the other top floors.


A team has been formed to ascertain the cause.

(Dawn-19, 20/02/2007)

City fire department lacks requisite equipment, training

KARACHI: Around a year ago, the City Nazim, Syed Mustafa Kamal, had promised provision of the latest fire fighting equipment, including six snorkels, worth Rs650 million to the Karachi fire brigade department by the end of 2006.


However, fire on the topmost storeys of the PNSC building on Sunday revealed that city fire brigade still had only one snorkel, around 20-years-old, which failed to help fire fighters extinguish the fire that had engulfed the 11th, 12th, 14th and 15th storeys of the high-rise.


According to some CDGK officials, the present City District Government- Karachi (CDGK) had also prepared a PC-I for the purchase of helicopter for city fire fighters to help them rescue persons trapped in buildings where they could not reach by the stairs or any other conventional means.


In Sunday’s conflagration, the city authorities had to seek the help of the Pakistan Navy for sending its helicopters to rescue six persons trapped in the PNSC building where fire destroyed precious records, equipment, and the entire offices of federal ministry of ports and shipping, Nespak, and many private firms.


Sunday’s fire and some previous incidents, including a blaze in a garment factory in the SITE area last month further reveals that fire department not only lacks proper equipment but its personnel also lack the requisite training to face such situations.


An official of the Karachi city fire brigade department on condition of anonymity as he was not authorised to talk to media told The News that despite pledges to furnish fire fighters the latest equipment, there was no progress in this regard as authorities only believe in making hollow claims.

He said that the majority of the newly-inducted firemen on a contractual basis are untrained and their inability to contain even minor fires was causing bad name to the already equipment-starved department.

“And we have no system of in-service training of firemen. Karachi fire brigade is still a neglected department where personnel lack even the basic equipment like gas masks, cutting tools, communication apparatus, and adequate training” he claimed.


City Chief Fire Officer Ehtesham Saleem told this reporter that their department would soon get two snorkels of 150-160feet by March-April this year and added that efforts were under way for acquiring a helicopter for the fire department.


Commenting on the fire incident at the PNSC building, he said there was a structural fault in the building as its platform was very wide, restricting fire tenders to go close to the building. The wide platform of the building restricted reach of the existing snorkel to the storeys that were on fire, he added.


He further said that as the PNSC building was situated in an open area, the fire was fed by excess oxygen that also hindered the firefighting operation and added that its stairs were also very narrow, which added to problems facing his personnel in putting the blaze out.

(The News-2, 20/02/2007)

100 more fire stations needed

KARACHI, Feb 20: The seventh largest city of the world, Karachi, has no proper disaster management infrastructure and it urgently needs at least 100 new fire stations, says the Pakistan Medical Association.


PMA Karachi General Secretary Dr Qaiser Sajjad on Tuesday said the fire in the PNSC building once again exposed our lack of planning and coordination to cope with such disasters. He said though the PNSC building inferno was not the first incident of its kind, the administration at federal, provincial and city government levels were not ready to pay heed in this regard.

He said, “We do not have proper equipment or trained staff to deal with emergency like fires, major rains or earthquakes. Billions of rupees are being spent on erecting highrises and other such structures in the city, which have just one snorkel.”


According to a survey, more than 10,000 five-storied plus high-rise structures are there in Karachi, but there is no proper mechanism to save lives and properties of their residents in case of a fire or other disaster.


The general secretary said, “How a lone snorkel could cater needs of this sprawling city was best known to our visionary city bosses.”


In 1947 when the population of Karachi was just 300,000 it had two big and one small fire stations. He regretted that the city at present with a population of 14 million plus had only 20 fire stations. He said it was learnt that four fire brigades close their doors after 4pm. Besides opening 100 new fire stations, he said proper training of fire fighters and equipping them with modern gadget was also a must.

He said majority of our highrises had no in-built provision for fire-fighting and other disasters.

He demanded that the KBCA and other relevant agencies carry out a survey of each and every five-storied plus building in the city regarding facilities to cope with disasters. He said safety of life and property of citizens was a constitutional responsibility of the government and no compromise be made in this regard.


He urged the city government to invest more in fire fighting services and provide the city fire tenders, snorkels and fire stations to meet the demands of this metropolis.

(Dawn-19, 21/02/2007)

MARCH

CDGK price list forces consumers to pay more
KARACHI, March 12: The price list of 51 essential items issued by the city government is not acceptable to retailers and shopkeepers as it said to quote rates that are higher than those prevailing in the market.

The city government issued a price list of 51 essential items on Monday, but some shopkeepers and wholesalers said the list carried higher wholesale rates of various items. The list is meant to fix prices on fortnightly or monthly basis


The government issued the price list with the help of the Water Pump Market Welfare Association. According to the list, the consumers will pay more as the rates of 17 items including pulses have been fixed on the higher side from prevailing wholesale market rates while the prices of nine items including rice has been fixed on the lower side.


For example, the wholesale price of Quality No.1 and No.2 gram pulse (dal channa) has been fixed at Rs33 and Rs31 per kg while it is wholesale price is Rs30 and Rs28 per kg. Similarly, Dal mash No.1 and No.2 prices have been fixed at Rs49.50 and Rs48 per kg while it is available at Rs47 and Rs45 per kg at wholesale.


Dal mash chilka and mash sabut are selling at Rs45 but the government has fixed their rates at Rs47 and Rs46 per kg respectively. Dal moong washed no.1 and no.2 qualities are available at Rs46 and Rs42 per kg while the government’s price is Rs 50 and Rs 49 per kg respectively.

The wholesale and retail rate of ghee has been fixed at Rs64 and Rs70 per kg. Cooking oil rates (no.1 and no.2 qualities) have been fixed at Rs70 and Rs63 at wholesale and Rs74 and Rs66 per litre at retail. Surprisingly, the government has not indicated the brand name, thus putting the consumers in quandary.


In rice, the government has fixed wholesale rate of Rs51 per kg for kernel basmati special but its actual rate is Rs60 per kg in wholesale. Kernal super basmati is being sold at Rs52 per kg in wholesale but the price list rate is Rs48 per kg. Basmati special rate has been fixed at Rs44 per kg in wholesale while the price in the market is Rs50. Black pepper (sabut) rate has been fixed at Rs195 per kg in wholesale. The actual price is Rs120 per kg.


Executive District Officer (EDO) Enterprise and Investment Promotion, Syed Hassan Naqvi told Dawn that all stakeholders were taken into confidence while fixing prices and if anyone had reservations, they could appeal to the government. He said wholesalers and retailers will face legal action in case they were found over charging against the official list. “We are not sure whether the list will be effective for 15 days or a month. The government will see the market response. Besides, wholesale rates have been falling,” he added. The objective is to regulate prices which would help the government in fixing the rates for Ramazan, Naqvi said.


Meanwhile, the Karachi Retail Grocers Group (KRGG) and Karachi Wholesalers Grocers Association (KWGA) have rejected the city government price list. Secretary General KRGG Farid Qureishi said that the group represents over 20,000 retailers of the city and has been assisting the city government for decades in preparing and issuing price lists.


He said the city government had sidelined the KRGG and issued the list without taking them into confidence. He said this list has been issued with the help of retailers located at Water Pump, F.B. Area, carries big disparity in prices prevailing in wholesale markets compared to fixed rates. He said the wholesalers’ body has not approved the rates issued by the government.


Mr Qureshi urged the City Nazim Mustafa Kamal to take notice of the one-sided attitude of the department of Enterprise and Investment Promotion (E&IP) in issuing the list. He said retailers now feel harassed over the fines and imprisonment over the possible action the government may take against wholesalers and retailers for not complying with the official price list.


Chairman KWGA Anees Majeed said that the city government had asked the KWGA to verify the price list but the association had rejected it because of persistent decline in wholesale rates of pulses and other items. “How can the city government give the sole mandate to the Water Pump Association which does not represent the traders of the entire city,” he asked.

(By Aamir Shafaat Khan, Dawn-17, 13/03/2007)

200 trained fire fighters not fighting fire


KARACHI: Every year, Karachi witnesses over 5,000 fire incidents of varying magnitudes. The number has doubled during the last five years. The capacity of the fire brigade department, however, has not been upgraded. Moreover, over 200 trained fire fighters of the fire brigade department have been deputed to other departments and are working as gardeners, drivers, and clerical staff for the past several years, sources in the fire brigade department said.


They also said only six of these 200 such fire fighters had been sent back to the fire brigade department, despite directions issued over two months ago by the city nazim.


The population of Karachi now stands at around 15 million people. There are, however, only 21 fire stations in the city, and the staff at the two important fire stations (including Saddar) leave the stations vacant after 4 p.m. The existing fire stations have 42 vehicles, including 24 fire tenders and tow vehicles, one rescue unit, one radio mobile control unit, one command vehicle and three ambulances. These numbers fall far below what is actually required.


“The present government has been taking some serious steps to improve the performance of city’s fire brigade department,” chief fire officer, Ihtishamuddin, told Daily Times. “The issue of the ‘missing’ firemen is in the process.” Some of them have been sent back to the fire department. Ihtishamuddin did not clarify the exact numbers, however.


He also said that tenders to purchase 24 new vehicles, including fire tenders, snorkels and other necessary equipment are in the process. One snorkel and some of the fire tenders will hopefully be delivered within the next two weeks. The new snorkel will be able to work at a height of 140-150 feet. “The existing snorkels have completed their lifecycles, and are sometimes out of order,” Ihtishamuddin said.


The fire brigade department, therefore, not only has a shortage of trained personnel, but also has a lack of suitable vehicles to respond promptly to complaints.


According to international standards, there should be one fire station for a population of 100,000. This fire station is supposed to be equipped with two fire tenders, a rescue vehicle and an ambulance. Going by these requirements, Karachi currently needs at least 150 fire stations.


About two months ago, the city nazim had announced that firemen will be sent abroad for proper training, and a “reputable firm” will be hired to conduct a survey for the improvement of the fire brigade department but. So far, however, the process of selecting the four to six firemen to be sent abroad is still continuing, and is expected to be completed within the next two to three months. No steps have been taken to conduct a survey for the improvement of the fire bridge department, sources said.

Moreover, they said, the process of purchasing the 24 new vehicles has been hanging in the air for the past six months due to the lingering process of bureaucracy, and the negligent attitude of the officials concerned. This is despite the fact that the city government had said that the vehicles would be purchases on a priority basis. 


During his recent visit of Karachi, the prime minister had announced that 20 more fire tenders and other necessary equipment will be provided to the department, but it will take time.


To top it all, the city’s fire department has only one complaint center located on Maulvi Abdul Haq Road near the Civil Hospital. “We have only eight lines. Sometimes false calls of fires not only interrupt the entire operation, but also engage the entire phone system”, Nasir Khan, an operator of the Fire Brigade Department’s Helpline 16, said. 


The project to establish a training institute for firemen on 11.5 acres of land in the Saeedabad Fire Station, Baldia, is still in the doldrums, because most of the land has been encroached by the land mafia to construct their houses.

(By Jamil Khan, Daily Times-B1, 27/03/2007)

People suffer as milk retailers protest
KARACHI, March 21: A large number of fresh milk shops remained shut on Wednesday in various parts of the city as a mark of protest by retailers against the wholesalers for providing milk at Rs32 per litre instead of Rs26.


Many retailers had adopted the way of keeping their shutters down from last Saturday and displayed banners saying that they could not sell milk at Rs32 when they lifted it at the same rate from wholesalers.


In the banners it was also mentioned that they were ready to sell milk at control rate of Rs28 per litre provided the city government ensured supply of milk by the wholesalers at official wholesale rate of Rs26 per litre.

“Around 33 per cent shops out of the over 4,000 retailers (small to large) in the city were closed on Wednesday,” the president of the All Karachi Milk Retailers Welfare Association (AKMRWA), Hafiz Nisar, said.


Areas where milk sales remained suspended were F.B. Area, North Nazimabad, North Karachi, Surjani, Soldier Bazaar, Gulshan-i-Iqbal etc while partial shutdown of shops was recorded in other areas such as Landhi, Korangi, Malir, he added. In brief, he said milk sales remained suspended in at least five towns. It has been almost three months that the city government and the stakeholders of fresh milk business had locked horns over the official rate of Rs28 per litre on which the retailers had refused to sell milk.


Mr Nisar also claimed that the delay in reaching an agreement on fresh milk price in the last few months had compelled many retailers and dairy farmers to quit this business. “Around 15-20 per cent of retailers and farmers had either suspended their work or closed their business,” he said.

He said so far more than 2,500 retailers had faced heavy fines and imprisonment for overcharging from the consumers since September 2006 while dairy farmers and wholesalers were not questioned for not supplying milk at official wholesale rate of Rs26 per litre.


The Sindh High Court on March 6 directed the city government to convene a meeting of all stakeholders, including public representatives, on March 15 to consider the issue and revise the price after taking all relevant factors into consideration.


The petition will come up again after two months. Meanwhile, wholesalers would supply milk to retailers at Rs26 per litre and retailers will sell it for Rs28 per litre. However, the consumers have not seen implementation of the court’s order and buying milk at Rs32 per litre.


As per SHC directives, District Coordination Officer Fazlur Rahman held a meeting with all the stakeholders on March 15 and set up a 24-member committee comprising nine government officials and 13 industry people for the implementation of fair prices at the stage of production, wholesale and retail.

The committee will meet every week.

(By Aamir Shafaat Khan, Dawn-17, 22/03/2007)

APRIL

SHC fixes interim milk retail price at Rs32 per litre

Sindh High Court, while fixing interim prices for fresh milk on Tuesday, directed the retailers and wholesalers to sell milk in the city at Rs.32 and Rs.30 per liter, respectively.

The interim milk price of Rs.30 per liter for wholesalers and Rs.32 per liter for retailers have been fixed untill the committee - constituted to decide “fair and just” price of milk from the stage of production cost, wholesale price and retailersí valuation- comes up with its findings, the court observed.


The court also directed the City District Government Karachi (CDGK) to place the committee report on May 8.

The court fixed interim milk prices on the petition of All Karachi Milk Retailers Welfare Association, challenging the action of CDGK with regard to fixing fresh milk price and initiating criminal action against the members of the association.

On March 30 this year, the court had directed CDGK for fixing interim prices of milk till final prices of milk were decided. Petitionerís counsel had filed contempt of court application, seeking action against CDGKís district coordination officer for violating the courtís direction.


On Tuesday, CDGKís law officer produced a notification before the court, issued by DCO Fazalur Rehman, who is also District Controller of Prices, informing the court that interim wholesale and retail prices for fresh milk (containing 5% fat) within the limits of Karachi had been fixed and wholesale price of milk would be Rs 28 per liter and retail price Rs. 30 per liter.


The interim prices, announced by CDGK, was questioned by the petitionerís counsel Naeemur Rehman and Khursheed Javed, contenting that the prices were not based on ground realities as they (retailers) had been purchasing milk at Rs.32.5 per litre from wholesalers.


They submitted that even the prices assessed by Small and Medium Enterprise Development Authority (SMEDA) was Rs. 32.75 per liter and it would be quite impossible for retailers and wholesalers to sell fresh milk at Rs 28 and Rs 30 per litre, respectively, as notified by the CDGK.


The court was prayed to fix the reasonable milk price till the committee reaches final decision. Karachi Dairy Farmers Associationís counsel Kazim Hasan also supported the arguments of the petitioner, informing the court that Director Animal Husbandry (Sindh govt) also confirmed milk production cost at Rs. 33 per liter.


Additional Advocate General Sarwar Khan had also urged for fixing interim price of milk as it related to the public interest.


SHCís division bench comprising Justice Sarmad Jalal Osmany and Justice Ali Sain Dino Metlo, after hearing the arguments and going through the reports submitted by SMEDA and Animal Husbandry Department, ordered that wholesalers should supply fresh milk at Rs.30 per liter and retailers should charge Rs. 32 per liter till the committee decides final prices of milk.


The contempt of court application against CDGKís officials was subsequently disposed of by the court after production of notification by the alleged contemnors. 


On March 6 this year the SHC had directed the district controller to fix “fair and just” price of milk from the stage of production cost, wholesale price and retailersí valuation after making consultations with all stakeholders involved in milk business.

(By Jamil Khurshid, The News-13, 11/04/2007)

Crying over overpriced milk

A CONFLICT has arisen between the CDGK and the milk dealers. City Nazim Mustafa Kamal had stated that the government’s duty is to protect the interest of poor people and the government would take all necessary action to ensure that no one challenged its authority.

“The sudden rise in milk prices is a challenge and the government would take necessary action to implement its authority as well as protect the rights of consumers and the poor people of the city”.


As such, on the orders of the nazim, the DCO, the EDO of enterprises and investment promotion and the EDO of municipal services started to clamp down on the wholesalers and retailers of fresh milk.


They held separate meetings between the dairy farmers, wholesalers and retailers and representatives of consumer protection organisations, including Helpline Trust, and had tried to work out prices which were acceptable to all.


However, unfortunately, no agreement was reached and both the wholesalers and retailers refused to accept the retail price of Rs28 fixed by the CDGK.


The dairy farmers stated that the price hike was not their fault, and was due to the high prices of fodder, cattle and inflation. They complained that the committee had not taken into consideration the inherent problems and other factors when fixing prices of milk.


The wholesalers submitted their cost sheet, showing Rs35/litre as their cost, whereas officials of CDGK had calculated a cost of Rs26/litre, a difference of Rs9/litre and rejected the workings of the wholesalers, stating that the figures submitted by them were inflated and misleading.

This led to the dairy farmers in, not only threatening to stop the supply of milk, but also to create a meat crisis in Karachi.


They threatened that they would stop the supply of cows and buffaloes to the meat merchants if the CDGK forced them to sell milk for less than Rs35.50/litre, the price which they have fixed from March 1.


However, the retailers agreed to sell milk at Rs28 per litre, provided the wholesale price of milk was 16 per cent lower, to cover their cost. They stated that they were helpless due to the extraordinary increase by dairy farmers, which had forced them to increase retail prices.


The CDGK reacted in its usual knee-jerk manner. As they had been provided magisterial powers and have been directed by the nazim to ensure that milk is not sold beyond the CDGK-fixed price of Rs28/litre, they started arresting the retailers, thus aggravating the situation further.

All stakeholders, including representatives of manufacturers, wholesalers, retailers, traders, custom house, KCCI and consumer protection organisations, should be members of a committee.

The committee should meet every month to fix the prices of essential commodities and take into consideration all the market forces that contribute to the cost of an item.

CONSUMER PROTECTION COUNCIL, Karachi

(Dawn-6, Letter to the Editor, 14/04/2007)
Milk sellers flouting SHC’s orders; overcharging clients for commodity

Despite the Sindh High Court’s (SHC’s) orders to sell milk at Rs32 per litre the retailers continue to overcharge, at Rs34 per litre. The rates fixed by the SHC are to hold good till May 8. 


More than 50 percent of the retailers are not complying with the orders of the SHC and are selling the commodity at Rs34 per litre. Less than half of them are charging the SHC-mandated price of Rs32. 


The Sindh High Court, vide a ruling last week, ordered milkmen not to sell the commodity at above the price of Rs32 per litre for 15 days. The stakeholders were asked to reach an amicable decision after consultation with the City District Government Karachi (CDGK), which indeed has appealed to the court to keep the prices at Rs30 per litre, which doesn’t seem to appeal to the sellers.


With the latest unauthorised increase in the milk prices in Karachi, the city came in line with Islamabad and Quetta after milk prices declined by Rs8 per litre in Khuzdar last week. Hafiz Nisar Gaddi, President, All-Karachi Milk Retailers Welfare Association, told The News that they would reach at a joint decision after May 8. 


However, he said no talks were in the progress with the City Government. Confirming sale of the milk at prices higher than those authorised by the Sindh High Court, he hoped that the rates would be controlled in a day or two.


One retailer at Mahmoodabad told The News that since they were not getting milk at lower rates, they were unable to sell at the rate mentioned by the Sindh High Court. “We have paid Rs300,000 in advance to the dairy farmers and they are charging higher prices,” said the retailer. Gaddi confirmed that retailers had paid a month’s advance to the dairy farmers.


He said the wholesalers were charging them Rs32 per litre, which some of the shopkeepers were selling at Rs32 by incurring a loss. Retailers faced losses in terms of storing and packaging of the milk, he said.

“We are in a dispute with dairy farmers, as they are not providing milk to us at price notified by the by the Sindh High Court,” he said. Asif Qureshi, Vice-President, Dairy Farmers Association, Karachi, remained pessimistic about reaching an agreement with the CDGK.

He said the city government had filed an appeal a day earlier in the court to fix the retail price at Rs30 per litre. Qureshi denied whether dairy farmers were selling milk at Rs32, “we are selling at Rs29 per litre instead”, he said. 


However, he said they were not directly selling to the small shop owners but to the middlemen, who kept their commission. They get a month’s advance from the middlemen who forwarded milk to the retailers, he said. The middlemen, he speculated, might be taking advance from the retailers accordingly.


Qureshi suggested if rates of the milk were changed every quarter, there would be less hue and cry. He said their cost was Rs37 per litre but the semi-government organisations like Small and Medium Enterprises Development Authority (SMEDA) had estimated it around Rs33 to 34. He said though they were demanding retail price at Rs36 per litre, the retailers would accept Rs34. In the other case, there would be further arrests but no decline in the prices, he said.

(By Shahid Shah, The News-13, 17/04/2007)

SHC stays transfer of PTCL assets
KARACHI, April 17: The Sindh High Court on Tuesday stayed the transfer of immovable assets of the Pakistan Telecommunication Company Limited to Etisalat, purchaser of 26 per cent of PTCL shares, and issued notices to the federal government, Privatisation Commission, Etisalat and other respondents for May 15.


A division bench comprising Chief Justice Sabihuddin Ahmed and Justice Gulzar Ahmed also directed the Privatisation Commission to inform the court about the payment of bid money made by the new purchaser.


The privatisation deal has been challenged by Haji Khan Bhatti, president of the PTCL Lions Staff Union, through advocate M. A. K. Azmati. The petitioner says there was no justification for privatisation of 26 per cent shares of a profit-earning public sector concern of strategic importance. The shares have been sold cheap and when the purchaser failed to pay the instalments in US dollars, the commission and the government agreed to accept payments in the rupee over a period of five years. Obviously, the price would be paid from the earnings of the PTCL. The deal, the petitioner said, was non-transparent because the bargain had not been made public.


The petitioner said the PTCL owned prime immovable property all over Pakistan. The property could not be transferred to Etisalat because it had only purchased 26 per cent shares of the company. He sought an interim injunction against the transfer of the assets to Etisalat. The entire process of privatisation and subsequent transaction was repugnant to Article 173 of the Constitution, which empowered federal and provincial governments to acquire or transfer property, he said and requested the court to set it aside.

(By Shujaat Ali Khan, Dawn-1, 18/04/2007)

SHC restrains PTCL transfer to Etisalat


KARACHI: A division bench of the Sindh High Court on Tuesday passed a prohibition order restraining the transfer of Pakistan Telecommunication Company Limited (PTCL)’s assets to Etisalat and issued notices to the government of Pakistan, Privatisation Commission, Etisalat and other parties for May 15. 


The bench comprising SHC Chief Justice Sabihuddin Ahmed and Justice Gulzar Ahmed also directed the Privatisation Commission to inform the court about the bid money paid by Etisalat to the government. 


Haji Khan Bhatti, president of the PTCL Lions Staff Union, challenged the privatisation through a constitutional petition submitted by Advocate MAK Azmati. The petitioner says the privatisation process of PTCL contravened the law as there was no justification for the government to privatise 26 percent shares of the profit-earning company of national strategic importance, and so the sale deal should be struck down.


The petition alleges that the privatisation was carried out in a “mala fide and non-transparent manner” and favoured Etisalat as PTCL was being sold at a “throwaway price”, and that too not paid according to the terms of the bid. 


According to the petitioner, Etisalat, which was required to pay the bid money within two months, will instead pay instalments in Pakistani rupees over the next five years, “and obviously the amount will be earned from the business of the PTCL”. The said exercise did not conform to any norm of privatisation.


Instead of cancelling the bid because of its non-fulfilment, the government handed over the company to the respondent in a “secret manner” as the contents of the bargain were not made public, says the petition.


Azmati contended that the assets of the company could not be handed over to Etisalat as it had bought only a 26 percent stake in PTCL. He argued that the privatisation process violated Article 173 of the Constitution.

The case is reminiscent of the Supreme Court’s decision in June last year to stop the sale of Pakistan Steel Mills.

(Daily Times-A1, 18/04/2007)

Home for elderly opened
KARACHI, April 27: A 40-bed Irfan Mowjee Home for the Elderly Poor was inaugurated at the Ida Rieu School and College for the Deaf and Blind on Friday evening.


The entire construction cost of over Rs10 million was donated by Yasmin and Sultan Mowjee, in memory of their son Irfan, who died of a blood disorder at a very young age.


Earlier, Mr Mowjee, Admiral (retd) Khalid Mir, Mahar Alvi and Qudsia Khan of the Ida Rieu Welfare Association spoke.


They said that the building of the existing home for the poor elderly which was constructed over 80 years back was in a bad shape so the number of inmates had been restricted, but now with the new building more poor elderly people would be accommodated.


They said that specially trained attendants took care of the elderly inmates who were provided food, medical care, clothing, etc.


On the occasion, a brief resume of the Ida Rieu was also given. The speakers said that established in 1920 the school having a staff of over 135 specially trained teachers provided education from Class I to postgraduate level to over 850 deaf and blind students. Over 200 male and female students stayed at the school’s hostels.


They said that other facilities at the Ida Rieu campus, located on Nizami Road at Old Numaish, were computer training; tailoring and embroidery; cane workshop; music classes; book binding workshop; wood working; clay moulding workshop; Inner Wheel Medical Clinic; Ibn Hasan Burney Old People Home; gymnasium; Hatim Alvi Memorial Braile Library; Poor People’s Home.


They said the students had been participating in sports events and had won medals in martial arts and Ida Rieu’s cricket team had won the national championship.

(Dawn-18, 28/04/2007)

MAY

High court maintains milk price at Rs32 a litre

KARACHI, May 8: The Sindh High Court on Tuesday, overruling the notification of the City District Government of Karachi (CDGK) regarding fixing of fresh milk price, maintained the interim retail and wholesale milk prices, earlier fixed by court at Rs32 and Rs30 per litre respectively.


The SHC's division bench comprising Justice Sarmad Jalal Usmani and Justice Ali Sain Dino Metlo directed that the interim fresh milk prices in Karachi be continued.

The bench was hearing a petition filed by the All-Karachi Milk Retailers Welfare Association against fixing retail price of fresh milk at Rs28 per litre by the CDGK. 

(Dawn-17, 09/05/2007)

Why milk prices have been fluctuating

The City District Government (CDGK) may be over-simplifying the situation when it claims that retailers are behind the current price rise in milk, The News has learnt. Milk prices have been rising unchecked in Karachi over the past few months. While this has been a source of distress for citizens, there are many who argue that it is not the retailers who are to blame for the spiral. 


While the CDGK insists that the retailers are indulging in profiteering, investigations by The News say that it is not as simple as that. The retailers have been charging higher prices also to make up for their costs, including the cost at which milk is bought. As reported earlier, everyone who is associated with the entire milk industry from the farm, down to the main market, which includes dairy farmers, wholesalers (middlemen), and retailers, all provide their own justification for the raising prices. 


This is not to mention that all price hikes are not arbitrary in nature. In some instances where this has been the case, the culprits are mainly dairy farmers. Primarily, however, it is the price of fodder along with the maintenance of the cattle stock that has affected and is bound to continue to affect the price of the milk eventually sold in the market, say analysts.


According to information gathered by this correspondent, the Pakistan dairy industry started to grow very rapidly by the late 80s, and several new milk marketing outlets became available. As a result, many milk processing units were installed in peri-urban areas. The rapidly increasing urban population provided a lucrative milk market and dairy farming became an attractive option for businessmen providing a boost to the peri-urban and urban forage production and supply business. 


By the most recently recorded statistics, the agricultural sector contributes about 24 per cent to the gross domestic product (GDP) of the country, with the dairy industry having the largest share (57 per cent) in the livestock sector. 


Nevertheless, the milk produced by urban dairies does not satisfy town needs. The consumption and demand for milk is higher in urban areas than in rural areas, but its production cost is lower in the countryside and with the help of improved transport systems, large quantities of milk are transported from rural areas to urban areas daily. The infrastructure is still not of very high quality, and there is less milk being transported than should be. So the low quality of roads is one limiting factor for the transportation of milk.


In Karachi, the main dairy farm is located in Korangi Area, in Cattle (Bhains) Colony. From here, the milk has to be transported to the main Mandi, the Lea Market, where it is sold in wholesale. The retailers buy the milk in wholesale from Lea Market with the last stop being their shops, which are located in markets and neighbourhoods, whereas some milkmen buy milk directly from the main wholesale market, and provide it to houses on their motorcycles, or bicycles. These middlemen manage to purchase milk early in the morning at much lower prices than in city markets. Due to high prices in bigger towns and cities, milk is transported on the roofs of buses from hundreds of kilometres and payment is usually monthly. 


Poorer farmers owning only two or three buffaloes and cows usually find their animal feed and meet some of the important domestic needs from milk money. These small dairymen are content earning sufficient profit in meeting their family needs of milk and animal feed from the sale of the milk and still manage to save reasonable amounts. 


According to the Chairman of Consumer Association of Pakistan, Kaukab Iqbal, there is another major issue which is that the supply is not being able to meet the demand. Iqbal says that the main problem is caused by the packaged milk suppliers who buy fresh milk from the open market, and then package it. This causes a dearth in supply, thereby increasing the proportion of demand. 


Milk production has risen by at least 80 per cent over the past decade but the proportion produced by buffaloes and cows has remained fairly stable with a possible small increase in cow milk. The milk production is definitely low, and the reason for that is low maintenance of the cattle, especially with regard to fodder and feed. There is a great need to enhance the yield of milk per animal, and this should be done through improvement in the genetic potential of local breeds and production of high quality fodder and feed, say market experts. 


This points out to another factor, which is connected to causing high prices, and also to the low maintenance of the animal. According to dairy farmer, Haji Akhtar, the scarcity of feed, and its high cost is a major limiting factor in urban dairying. At present there is insufficient quantity as well as quality of fodder, so animals are underfed, weak, thin, and consequently produce less milk and meat. 


Many argue that in order to stabilise one of the biggest sectors of the country that contribute to the GDP, the government should provide farmers with better opportunities, along the lines of the Grameen Bank in Bangladesh, where they have the capital to buy cattle, and also the capabilities to provide them with feed and fodder according to the requirements. 


Experts say that the dairy farms should be inspected properly in order to help with any kind of improvements so that the cost is lowered. According to dairy farmers, the animal is a water animal, and to keep it in its natural habitat requires huge amounts of water, which has become too expensive for the farmers. That is why they want the city government to give them a concession on the total amount of water. With such high bills of it, it is almost impossible not to raise the prices of milk being sold. 


They say that once the infrastructure is improved, many of the issues related to transport will be solved, and the cost will automatically be lowered. It is important for the government to take the dairy sector seriously as Pakistan used to be the fourth biggest milk producing country in Asia, while now, because of disregard by the government, it has fallen down to the seventh position, they added.

(By Xari Jalil, The News-19, 23/05/2007)

JUNE

Professor Canteen: An honest man’s meal

Eating out at hotels and other places is quite in vogue these days, but selecting a suitable diner with affordable prices and a sense of belonging is the key issue. 


Professor Canteen, the name given by students and teachers of the University of Karachi (KU) and Nadir Edulji Dinshaw (NED) University, to a local food outlet situated behind Gulshan-e-Iqbal, Block-7, is an example worth mentioning here.


The actual name of this food outlet is Al-Madina Hotel but it is commonly called Professor Canteen, as many university teachers frequent it. 


The food served here is reasonably cheap in comparison to other places and a group of four can easily eat to their hearts content within Rs100.


One reason cited for the low prices is that it also caters to the local populace of daily-wage earners of the area. It is also pertinent to mention here that waiters at this hotel work hard to maintain a special standard, and customers visiting are given prompt and quality service. 


One of the oldest clients of the hotel, Khalid, said that he loved eating at the food joint, as the dishes served here are delicious and can be compared to home-cooked meals in terms of quality and taste. He further said that whenever he wishes to eat something other than a home-cooked meal he prefers to come to the Professor Hotel. 


The hotel is run by Fazal Dad who is assisted by his two young sons; Adil and Waqas and they hail from Abbotabad. Some of the dishes they serve here Lobiyia (Beans), Chana and Mash tarka dal (fried Gram and Mash pulse seeds), mixed vegetables, Bhindi (ladyfinger), Aloo Gosht (meat and potatoes gravy), Bhuna Ghost (Fried Beef), Anda Ghutala (Egg with mixed spices), and Anda Tematar (Egg with Tomato paste and spices) along with Lal and Sufaid Tandoori Rooti (white baked bread) and Chapatti (plain bread). 


“Our menu does not offer Biryani, as the cost of preparation of Biryani is high and because we are primarily concerned with serving our customers good quality food at reasonable prices to ensure customer satisfaction,” Adil stated. 


The hotel can cater to about 35 to 40 people at a time and according to them the most demanding dish is ‘Anda Ghutala’, which only costs Rs20 per plate. The most expensive dish at the hotel is ‘Bhuna Gosht’, which is available for only Rs35 per plate.


Waqas, the younger of the two brothers, who does the dirty dishes and cleans the tables after customers have left is a student and is presently taking his intermediate examinations. Both, Fazal and Adil have worked as cooks in the hotel. It is usually Fazal who serves at the tandoor (Clay Oven, used to bake breads) along with another person. 


A former student of NED, who comes to dine at Professor Canteen along with his family, said that he savours the tasty food served here and has being doing so since the last five to six years. He loves to eat ‘Anda Ghutala’ and ‘Dal Chana Fry’, especially since they are so economical compared to other eateries in the area. 


A group of students, who study in different departments at KU, stated that they come to this hotel for lunch, but as this place also gives them a sense of belonging they now assemble here frequently to have discussions and conversations with their colleagues. 


Another group of students who have been frequenting Professor Canteen for the last three to four years, especially during their semester exams, said that they fancy the place because for them the various spices added by Fazal in the preparation of his dishes to enhance their aroma and taste, are simply irresistible. They also appreciate the fact that Professor Canteen has always served them freshly prepared meals. 


The business was first started 13 to 14 years ago in a makeshift hotel but within a year they had to rent a permanent place to be able to cater to their growing clientele in an appropriate manner. 


According to them, they had some trouble initially, as the staff of the Sales Tax Department used to harass them for bribes, in order to permit them to continue to operate in the area. They said that in the early days they could not even afford to pay tax for propping up a billboard as a result of which they had to pull it down from atop the hotel. 


The hotel opens daily at 11.30 a.m. and usually winds up its business around 12.00 a.m. but permanent customers especially students visiting at closing time are somehow gracefully accommodated, added a very satisfied student.

(By M. Zeeshan Azmat, The News-19, 07/06/2007)
Nurses and the mullah in Lahore


The Jinnah Hospital administration and School of Nursing decided Tuesday to make their nurses attend Islamic classes that will keep them “pure and clean”, and help develop in them a sense of “love and care” for patients. But if the nurses thought this was coming free they were mistaken. A sum of Rs 300 will be deducted from the salaries of the nurses to pay the man of God. The administration is convinced that this price for the achievement of spirituality is a just price. 


Nursing is tough profession. It is tough because it goes against the cleric-dominated tenet that woman should not been seen in places where men roam around. Unfortunately, men are poor nurses and hospitals can’t do without female nurses. But nurses are poorly paid and are in the profession because of economic compulsion. The cruel irony in the latest case is that some unthinking administrator is ready to deliver the poor creatures into the hands of the very entity that damns them. The administrator is a very ordinary male who erroneously wants to tackle problems of discipline through religiosity. He should be seriously advised against it.

(Daily Times-A6, 07/06/2007)

Nadra to share data of births with UCs

KARACHI, June 7: The city government has agreed in principle to allow the National Database and Registration Authority (Nadra) to collect the registration data of births in the city, it has reliably been learnt. At present, the birth registration is being done at the union council level. Now Nadra will train the union council staff to keep the data regarding births in such a way that it is also fed into the Nadra database. There is no fee for the registration; however, the birth certificate (if required) will be issued for Rs50.


Nadra has been sharing the data on birth registrations with the union councils throughout the country, except for Karachi where the city nazim was reported to have been against the idea.


Sources told Dawn that the city nazim had been advised by his legal team that birth certificates fell within the jurisdiction of the union councils.


However the City Nazim, Syed Mustafa Kamal, changed his mind after he held a meeting with a Nadra team a few days back. He was shown the agreements signed between Nadra and nazims of other districts, including the Lahore city district government, after which he, in principle, agreed to sign the agreement in a “couple of weeks.”


Responding to Dawn queries, the city nazim said that a new and modern system to register information, including birth registration, would be launched with assistance from Nadra within a week or ten days. He said an announcement in this regard would be made soon.


Answering the question as to why it had not been done in the city earlier, he said that every area had its own dynamics and worked according to its priorities. He said that Nadra had approached the city government a couple of months ago and in the next 10 days the registration programme would start in the city.


The sources said when the City Naib Nazim, Nasreen Jalil, visited Nadra recently, she was also informed about the issue. She asked the Nadra staff to send a proposal to this effect so that it could be discussed in the City Council.


Ms Jalil is the convener of the City Council.


Talking to Dawn, the naib nazim confirmed that she had met the Nadra chairman a few days back and the issue had come up. She said she liked the idea and had asked Nadra to send a proposal to her. She said it would be discussed in the City Council and as the issue pertained to the union councils and the City Council’s approval would be sought.


She said that currently the registration system in the UCs was computerised, but it was not linked up with the Nadra database. But after the agreement with Nadra, a system would be developed so that the registration of births could be streamlined.

Meanwhile, responding to Dawn queries, the Sindh Nadra chief, Brig Raza Qizilbash, said that after a recent meeting between a Nadra team and the city nazim, the nazim said that the centralised, computerised registration in the city would start soon. He said that the naib nazim had also assured that the process would start shortly.

(By Bhagwandas, Dawn-17, 08/06/2007)

KWSB, Fire Brigade issue contradictory statements on death of workers

A senior fireman along with other two workers of the Karachi Water and Sewerage Board (KWSB) died of what could best be described as continuous negligence on part of the authorities. As it seems, no precautionary measures were taken before the three stepped down into an 18 to 20 feet deep manhole, near Pakistan Chowk on late Saturday evening, only to face death.


Sources from police, KWSB and Fire Brigade department are all giving different reasons for the cause of these deaths but the information revealed by these sources so far has one thing in common that none of the KWSB workers and the fireman was wearing gas masks.


According to the police, Irfan Ahmed and Danish, the KWSB workers descended into the manhole to connect an old line with the one recently installed by the water board when they fell unconscious inhaling poisonous gas. The fire brigade team reached the spot for rescue operation.


Nazir Muhammad, the police added, went down with some life jackets and tied the other two as to pull them up but it could lift the load and the victims fell down. In the mean time, other workers managed to pull them up and they were rushed to the JPMC where they breathed their last. None of the three was wearing any gas masks, the police added.


When contacted, Ehtisham Saleem, the Chief Fire Officer, told The News that Nazir had slipped while rescuing the two KWSB workers and consequently he suffered a severe head injury that caused his death.


“He was wearing breathing apparatus as protection against the deadly gases therefore it would not be correct to say that he died of inhaling the gases,” Saleem said, adding that the cause of his death was the head injury with severe bleeding. Explaining the complication of the operation, the fire chief said that the entrance to the manhole was narrow and it caused difficulty in rescue operation. He admitted that the KWSB workers were not wearing any gas mask.


Meanwhile, a press release from the KWSB stated that the cause of death of these men was not the negligence of the department. It further stated that the board had installed a 54-inches dia sewerage pipeline at Pakistan Chowk and an old line was being connected to this new line. It also stated that the KWSB personnel were present at the spot with all necessary arrangements.


As the details revealed, one man descended into the manhole to connect the old line to the new one. During the process, poisonous gas emitted from the old line. When this man was being pulled up with the help of a rope, it broke and he fell down. Another worker, who tried to descend into the manhole, could not proceed due to the strong emission of gases. Meanwhile the fire brigade squad reached the spot.


The press release added that one fireman descended into the manhole who later died in this rescue operation. It also mentioned that there was no negligence on part of the KWSB and they carried out the operation with all precautionary measures. The Managing Director KWSB announced that sufficient compensation would be given to the families of the deceased.


It is not for the first time that the low income government servants have become victim of such mishaps. 


The authorities never take responsibility of these incidents. The KWSB may be right in saying that they took all precautionary measures before the operation and a similar statement may be issued by the Fire Brigade department and other authorities as well. But it boggles ones mind that whether precautionary measures meant outdated life jackets, no oxygen masks and ropes that cannot lift even three people.

(By Farooq Baloch, The News-14, 18/06/2007)
Huge fire breaks out at Tariq Road

A major fire broke out on Monday afternoon in Amir Trade Centre situated at Tariq Road. The fire was so intense that it completely gutted three offices causing loss worth millions of rupees. Fire officials declared the intensity level to be fire number-3.


As per details, the fire broke out in an office situated on the fourth floor of the building at about 2:45 p.m. Within minutes, it spread to other parts of the centre completely damaging three offices and reducing goods worth millions of rupees to ashes. 


Thick black smoke could be seen coming out of the building from far-flung areas of the city. At least 18 fire engines of the KMC and one snorkel took part in controlling the fire. The fire fighters extinguished the fire after the struggle of four hours, while they also used foam to contain it.


Soon after the fire erupted, the KESC authorities and the Sui Gas officials rushed to the scene and disconnected the connections. The cause of the fire is stated to be an electric short circuit. The firemen said that some walls inside the building were also demolished to pave the way to other shops. When the fire erupted early afternoon, more then 250 persons were present in the building and all of them rushed to the rooftop to escape suffocation. The KMC snorkel rescued them. The nearby residents and shopkeepers also shifted to safer places because they were unable to bear the heat of the raging fire.


The police and the law enforcement agencies (LEA) cordoned off the area and the Edhi ambulances were also present on the spot. Due to the presence of fire tenders in large numbers, a massive traffic jam was also witnessed on Sharae Quaideen. The water from fire engines with wooden planks and plastic sheets accumulated on the road creating a mess.


Meanwhile, Jamshed Town Nazim also visited the fire scene just after the incident. The area police has started preliminary investigations and also recorded the statement of the owner of the office as well as the chowkidar of the building.

(The News-14, 19/06/2007)
Clifton fire causes losses in millions

A major fire broke out in the Continental Trade Centre (CTC) a multi storey building next to Gulf Shopping Centre in Clifton on Saturday leaving five people injured and burning goods worth millions. Mercifully, no casualties were reported despite the fact that the basement and first two floors of the building were completely gutted by the fire. 


Shop keepers complained that fire department was about 45 minutes late to reach the spot and according to them almost 50 shops were englufed by the fire by the time the fire fighters arrived. For its part, the city fire brigade says the KPT first attempted to contain the fire that later went out of control, following which they were called for further help.


According to eyewitnesses, fire broke out at about 11:30am in a shoe shop located in the corner of the ground floor of CTC but strong winds gave the blaze a new life and in minutes it multiplied, covering the entire floor and then the basement and then other floors. 


It was a commercial building with a number of garments shops that contained silk clothes. This inflamable material caught fire repeatedly and caused difficulties in the rescue operation. More than 20 fire tenders from the City Fire Brigade department reached the spot along with two high snorkels and a rescue vehicle the town administration Saddar also provided machinery and manpower to help evacuate people. 


A navy helicopter also participated in the rescue operation while fire tenders and hydrants from KPT, DHA and Navy also helped in containing the fire. A huge number of ambulances also reached the spot. The injured and unconscious were identified as Rashid 21, Mohsin 16, Irfan 22, Imran 25, Hina 20. They were all employed in shops at the CTC and were sent to Civil Hospital for medical treatment. Besides fire fighters and other rescue workers from civic agencies, shopkeepers also participated in containing the fire.


“The basement and first two floors have completely destroyed,” said Jamshed Bashir, proprietor of Majid and Sons a garment shop. “Fire brigade came 45 minutes after the fire broke out,” he lamented, adding, “We tried to contain the fire by ourselves and helped our people evacuate.” 


He further said that only one ambulance arrived after they called for help. “We made several phone calls but no one took us seriously,” he said and added that when the fire went out of control then fire engines came to help but by that time more than 50 shops already been reduced to ashes. Bashir who also owns another shop “Jimy’s mobile” in the same market said that a generator burst out in one of the shops that resulted in fire.


Another shop keeper M. Fahim Khan who has an embroidery shop told The News that when they phoned fire brigade only one shoe shop was trapped by fire which could easily be contained if the fire fighting vehicles were in time. “When a couple of shops caught fire we started to rush out of the building but within few minutes the entire building was under fire, said Farooq Khan, owner of KGN boutique situated in the affected building. He added, “There were goods costing millions of rupees that were completely destroyed. Each shop had goods that worth at least Rs0.5 to 1 million.”


The shop keepers, annoyed at what they thought was a late response on part of the rescue services lamented that they lost their expensive goods and besides they now have to reconstruct their shops and start from zero again. One of them said his business was finished and since the infra structure of the building collapsed therefore it might be sealed and he has to look for new place and restart his business. When asked if their shops were insured, most of them denied this and one person said that this area is a safe place when ever or what ever happens in the city this area is never closed so there is no need for insurance.


An estate agent who requested anonymity told this correspondent that the fire was not caused by any generator it was due to the short circuit that took place in the shops that have been illegally built by the same traders. These shops, he said, have been built in the passage adjacent the building. These 20 to 25 small shops are illegal and have been provided three phase meters that were in poor state in addition to being insecure which often caused extra load on the main power supply this is why these shops caught fire.


A source from Saddar town said that they provided machinery to help clear up the debris and manpower to help evacuate people. “We deployed lifters near the building and with their help we broke side walls in order to evacuate people,” he said, adding, “The wind was blowing very strong that increased the fire and then rain started which created difficulties in the operation. The heavy smoke caused suffocation and few people fell unconscious including one of our workers. We have also provided light arrangement so that operation could continue at night as well.”

When contacted, a Fire Brigade Head Office official told that first KTP attempted to contain the fire and they thought they would cover but it went out of control “they called us for further help.” 


Asked why they were late to reach the location, he said, “We take one minute to send our vehicles once we receive a help call and in CTC’s case we immediately sent 4 fire tenders that covered the side of the building.” He added “It is the responsibility of the other agencies to clear the road and provide immediate movement to our vehicles.” He further stated that initially their staff covered the side of CTC which has a petrol pump next to it with a residential building behind that pump. “There were hundreds of people in that residential building. If it caught fire it would be very dangerous situation fortunately we were in time to cover that,” he added.


The exact reason for the incidence could not be discovered however it was said by eyewitnesses that there was a short circuit in a shoe shop that resulted in the incident. The fire was controlled to a great extent by 10pm while the fire tenders from all over the city were still working in the night to extinguish the embers and flames.

(By Farooq Baloch, The News-14, 24/06/2007)
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