Utility Stores failing to serve masses

* Prevalence of corruption and absence of checks and balances in store system results in supplies reaching only a few

KARACHI: Although the government formed by the ruling coalition has been making tall claims about mitigating the sufferings of the poor masses since the recent general elections, the almost endless queues of desperate-looking men, women and children outside the utility stores in the large cities and small towns speaks volumes about the ugly ground realities. 

Only a fortunate few of these people manage to get a bag of wheat flour or a pack of cooking oil, because the utility stores system in general, and the franchised store system in particular, has almost completely failed to deliver, due to corruption, absence of proper checks and balances and policymakers’ lack of interest.

The Utility Stores Corporation (USC) was formed by the federal government in July 1971 and placed under the control of the ministry of industries, production & special initiatives. Its basic objective is to provide essential and non-essential items of daily use to the public, particularly the poorer segments of the society, at prices lower than those in the market. It was required to act as a price moderator and deterrent to profiteering, hoarding and black marketing, thereby providing economic relief to the public.

The mission statement of the USC reads: “It is committed to provide clean, graded, hygienically fit, unadulterated and genuine food and non-food items to the public, especially to the poorer segments of the society, at rates cheaper than those in the market and to offer them a pleasant environment of mutual confidence while making their purchases. It is also committed to its obligation to provide economic relief to the public by playing its role as a price moderator and deterrent to profiteering, hoarding and black-marketing.”

In order to increase access to masses, the USC launched franchise stores in 2007, receiving more than 2000 applications, and issued some 935 licenses, some of which were later cancelled due to complaints of overcharging and hoarding. On December 31, 2007, 725 franchise stores were in operation in various parts of the country.

As per media reports, the performance of many of these franchise stores is unsatisfactory. Customers complain that they can hardly find wheat flour, ghee, cooking oil, pulses, sugar and other commodities at these stores. There are complains that some stores sell only a small quantity of wheat flour, ghee and cooking oil to poor consumers, while selling the rest of their stock through backdoor routes to shopkeepers and restaurant owners. Store operators vehemently deny these charges, saying that there is a proper system to register complaints against them and if any consumer is not satisfied with their service, he can complain to USC high-ups using prescribed forms. 

Interestingly, the consumers of the utility stores are the poorest of the poor and majority of them cannot read and write, making it futile to expect they will fill up complicated complaint forms and fight their cases.

In fact, increasing poverty and price hikes has made it almost impossible for the present strength of utility stores to cater to the demands of the ever-growing poor sections of our population. It is said that of Pakistan’s 160 million people, over 33 million are living below the poverty line and that number grows with each passing day, because of the rulers’ failure to frame poor-friendly policies.

There are only 4,500 utility stores in the country, catering to the needs of these over 33 million poor people and it is plain to see that they cannot fully cater to their needs. It is said that in the last two years, a relief of Rs 15 million was extended through the utility stores, an average of Rs 7.5 million per year. This ‘relief’ is negligible when compared to the yawning figure of more than 33 million poor Pakistanis.

If the rulers really want to facilitate the poor masses, they will have to completely overhaul the present utility stores system and increase their number and the amount of subsidies. Recently, Advisor to the Prime Minister on Industries and Production Mian Manzoor Ahmad Wattoo directed USC officials expand its existing network in Balochistan. 

While chairing a meeting on the USC’s performance, he said there is a need to open more utility stores in urban areas to facilitate the poor, who are greatly affected by rising costs of essential commodities, particularly wheat flour.

New utility stores should be opened not only in Balochistan but in each province, district and union council. There is a dire need to monitor the franchise utility stores and purge the black sheep. New super stores must be opened in every locality of the urban areas to facilitate the urban poor. 

The concept of big wholesale stores is a smashing success in the urban cities. In Karachi, many wholesale stores being run by local and multinational firms are doing roaring business. The USC should study this concept and open more and more super and wholesale stores in urban localities.

The standard of kitchen items and other commodities being sold at the utility stores should also be improved, as there are many complaints about the quality of wheat flour, ghee, cooking oil, sugar and spices being sold at these stores. 

The USC management should implement their objectives and mission statement in both letter and spirit and the government should provide them liberal financial assistance to serve poor Pakistanis. ppi

