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Food prices have been hit the hardest by inflation; add to this the (artificial) shortages of many essential items such as flour, sugar and rice, and you can well imagine how tough it is for the poor to manage a meal a day.

Ramazan is as much about feasting as it is about fasting. Food, food and more food is what takes up all our time, energy and money, like at no other time of year.

Surprisingly, there is still much time, energy and money left to splurge on shopping — another Ramazan highlight.

This year things are sadly different. Food and other commodities have become so expensive that one thinks twice before reaching for the wallet. Factors such as the highest ever recorded food inflation, devaluation of the rupee, the rising oil and energy prices, and political instability have made everything too dear for the common man to afford. Food prices have been hit the hardest by inflation, and add to this the (artificial) shortage of many essential items such as flour, sugar and rice, and you can well imagine how tough it is for the poor to manage a meal a day.

According to the government, arrangements have been made at Utility Stores and Bachat Bazaars to provide food items at discounted rates. However, the long queues that have been witnessed in front of Utility Stores for months now is reason enough to procure things at discounted rates an unappealing task, particularly when one is fasting. In addition, the quality of the things that the government supplies to these places justify the discounted rates and many prefer spending some extra money to get better quality stuff from elsewhere. “Utility Store atta is so bad that no matter what you do, the rotis come out hard and rubbery. I won’t ever use it again even if they give it for free,” says a housewife.

“The excitement that one felt with the advent of Ramazan is sadly missing this year,” says Zia, a middle-aged, salaried man. “Inflation has never been higher and it has become an impossible task to get through the month without the budget running out. The worst part being that things are not going to get any better because our politicians are far too busy fighting for power to care about what the people are facing,” he adds with a dejected tone.

Zahid Khan, one among the multitude of those who take a public bus to and from work and live in rented pigeonhole apartments, laments about the hardships he faces as the sole bread-earner of a household with three school-going children. “There is little to celebrate this Ramazan and Eid because money has lost its value. The price of each and everything has gone up due to one reason or the other. I had to meet the added expense of school items for the children in July, and when the schools re-opened in August there was the two-month school fees to pay. Now it’s September and things have become more expensive due to Ramazan and there is Eid shopping to be done. In the past we have always finished shopping well before Ramazan, but this year I could not do so because after school fees and household expenses there was absolutely nothing left,” he laments.

“We are planning to get new clothes only for the kids while I won’t make any. I want my wife to have new clothes on Eid like always but she is uncomfortable with the idea, realising that we can barely afford to provide for the children with the money I make,” Zahid’s eyes are cast downwards as he says this, as if trying to hide the helplessness and hopelessness that he feels.

Shopkeepers who have a roaring business each Ramazan — especially those selling high-demand Iftar items — are cautiously watching how things pick up as Ramazan progresses. Business is clearly not as brisk as in the past. Haji Sajjad, a bakery owner says, “We are getting almost as many people coming for Iftar items such as samosay and pakoray, but perhaps the quantity has decreased. Those who would get two samosay each for everyone now settle for just one.”

We have been facing a tough time for a long time. In fact, Pakistan is in one crisis or the other at all times, with each leader considered as worst than the last ones. However, the general sense of hopelessness that prevails now has never been experienced before, as one retired professor puts it, “There is absolutely nothing to make a man feel good. Look at what is happening in the country! We thought that things would improve after the elections because those whom we voted for came to power. But, like in the past, our politicians are too busy fighting and amassing wealth to care for what we are going through. With the kind of facilities and perks that they are officially entitled to, plus what they unofficially grab, how can they ever understand what the ordinary Pakistani goes through?

“You have to be hungry to feel the intensity of the hunger pangs. You have to stay awake without electricity in the middle of a hot, humid night to understand how millions suffer each day because of power outages. How can a politician travelling in a fleet of cars know what a working man is going through standing in an overcrowded bus stuck in a traffic jam for an hour because of that politician’s cavalcade of cars holding up the traffic,” bemoans the man who was a young lad when Pakistan emerged as the promised land in 1947.

Many others are disillusioned like him and still waiting to see the festive side of Ramazan this year.

