Causes of the sugar crisis


THE reported decision by the National Accountability Bureau (NAB) to step in and check the rising price of sugar will have effect if action is taken against those behind the crisis — those who are involved in the hoarding of sugar, that has driven the price of this staple item up from Rs 21 a kilo a few months ago to Rs 42. The government did order the release of its sugar stocks to the Utility Stores Corporation (USC) which was directed to sell it at a controlled rate of Rs 27 per kilogram. This was only partially successful because the USC has a limited store network and secondly, store staff indulged in blackmarketing of sugar by diverting it for sale on their own. In addition, consumers have complained that USC stores were asking them to purchase other items in order to become ‘eligible’ for buying sugar. Such arbitrary measures defeat the very purpose of the government’s decision, which ostensibly was to provide relief to the common consumers of sugar and protect them from the hoarders’ cupidity.

Even the decision to import sugar from India has not brought down prices, primarily because the bulk of the imports is yet to arrive. The government’s response was belated and it still has not explained the delay in ordering release of its buffer stock in the market. Had that been done when prices began to rise, the crisis could have been averted to a great extent. Nothing so far has been able to loosen the grip of the hoarders which in this case are believed to be sugar mill owners. Several important politicians in and out of the ruling party, including ministers, own sugar mills. If the mills of such gentlemen were behind the crisis, keeping them in check or setting NAB after them will be problematic for the government. But difficult though it may seem, action has to be taken against hoarders, regardless of their position or influence, to stop the suffering of millions of Pakistanis. Only time will tell if the will to achieve this is there.

