Gwadar’s best kept secret
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It has to be the people. Definitely. Having remained largely insulated for a long time from the rest of the country until very recently, society here follows a traditional, cooperative rather a competitive way of life.

The spirit remains a tangible aspect of social life. Literacy may run very low, but the lack of it has not robbed the people of their hospitality, finer social values and a general finesse in their mannerism. No one carries firearms; even petty theft is a rare phenomenon; private security guards are unheard of.

“We’re a simple, honest people, with perhaps a heightened sense of privacy,” says the deputy mayor Abdul Ghaffar Hoth. “So much so that even if two boys are sitting in a corner, a third approaching chap would call out loud from a distance to see if he would not be seen as an intruder in their conversation. We also respect the physical space around an individual; touching someone you do not know well enough is a violation of that space.”

The frisking done by the Frontier Constabulary men at the check posts set up near the new seaport is perhaps a point of reference. The FC set up pickets in town after a car bomb killed three Chinese port engineers in May, 2004. The attack was blamed on Baloch nationalists.

“The FC is all over the place, now more so than ever before,” says Mohsin, 34 and a nationalist party worker.

“They leave us alone when we go to visit our family and friends across the border in Iran. But on the way back they confiscate our little gifts,” he complains.

It may only be a barrel of diesel bought at Rs15 a litre, which sells in Gwadar for a bit more. More basic ‘gifts’ include baked bread, vegetables or dry fruit, mostly given away to the Pakistani Baloch by their Iranian kin from the weekly basic survival ration allowance the Iranian government gives to them free of cost.

“Getting their leftovers is the only livelihood I have, but I am not allowed even that small a means of subsistence. There are no jobs for the Baloch. In our own land. Why?” questions Mohsin.

“The local people do not want to take up work. They make more money from border trade. Others sell fish and make even more,” says a Pathan driver from lower Dir, who is out on a secondment from his hotel in Peshawar.

“Our people are good enough to be taken in Oman Army and in the police force in Dubai. Many work at the ports there. Even our fishermen are now largely robbed of their earnings. Big, foreign trawlers have been given licences to fish here. The local ones are restricted to selling their catch to a packaging factory through a middleman who exploits them,” says Abid Sohrabi, poet and a nationalist-cum-APDM spokesman.
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“There’s none of the Baloch in the FC. At the port there are no more than 20 out of a work force of 120. No other district in Pakistan has a chief security officer. Why here? We’re a peaceful people and none’s armed.” questions Sohrabi without losing his calm.

“If a small jeep is caught with a barrel of diesel, the FC can confiscate the vehicle. You may have to give up to a hundred thousand in bribe to get your jeep back,” says another young man who does not name himself.

“The government should regularise and then regulate such small trade across the border. That way nobody loses, the state benefits and the FC cannot harass us anymore,” he suggests.

There are other important issues on the people’s minds.

Naseer Baloch, a young journalist who has recently moved to Gwadar from his native Turbat explains: “Very few of the local people have been given property ownership rights since the construction of the port. Others who were required to relocate were given some compensation, up to Rs150,000 per home-owner, by the authorities.”

“The rest of us are enlisted as encroachers even though our families have been here for generations,” says a young fisherman.

Sohrabi intervenes: “They cannot live here anymore because they have no papers. They cannot move away from the bay area because that’s their livelihood.”

Another fisherman complains, “And now there is a complete ban on any further building within the port authority’s jurisdiction, which is the entire town of Gwadar.”

Deputy Mayor Hoth agrees, but says some construction has been going on, mostly home improvements and expansion by people who sold their land to developers.

“What do you do when your family’s needs for accommodation grow?” he reasons, “The right way to go for relocation is the way adopted by the port authority in the case of those who were given compensation for what they owned. If that happens with everyone involved, all will work out well. ”
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“Provided their right to ownership is established, which is not the case with most of the fishermen living in Gwadar,” Naseer Baloch clarifies.

There have been a couple of shutter down strikes in Gwadar over the issue, but none dangerous enough to send the petty traders packing most of who have come here from Pashtoon areas or from Punjab. The developers too have had little cause to fear.

“The coastal highway is perhaps the safest in the country. There’s practically nothing for 650km between Karachi and here. Only small towns of Ormara and Pasni, and a few very basic roadside tea kiosks. But we felt perfectly safe driving here all the way with the family, including children,” says a Karachi-based businessman, a holidaymaker, back at the hotel.

Out in the street the average Makran Baloch is a docile and a welcoming man. Their women may observe the veil, but they do accompany their men to the market. Many are seen shopping without a veil in Jannat Bazaar, a portion reserved for women shoppers. The men greet you with a smile and a warm handshake, even though you may now be perceived as an outsider who has come to claim a share from the emerging riches in their immediate vicinity, and of which they certainly do not have a fair share. Whatever there is to share in their own belongings and all that is within their means, you’re welcome to it as their guest.

“No need to call a cab. I’ll drop you back at the hotel when you are done with your work in town. Here, take my cell phone number,” a young man you meet in an office offers a free ride.

The next day when you run into him, he voices disappointment that the generous offer was not taken up. “I waited for your call. Perhaps you had other plans,” he says with a nod of understanding, and leaves you alone.

Offers of tea, food and shelter from many who only eke out a subsistence level existence are the norm, and an endearing aspect of deeply ingrained social values. This is more than amazing at a time when many seem less able to adopt the competitive lifestyle that recent changes around them have brought and are fearful even of losing the little that they have.

“In 1958 it was my father who had read out the letter of thanks to the government of Pakistan when the people of the area decided to seek Pakistani nationality, giving up their original Omani,” asserts Nasir Rahim, a young journalist, schoolteacher and a social worker. “We are a patriotic people,” he maintains.

“Back then it was better to go with Pakistan because we would be closer to our own people in Balochistan, and also because Oman was perhaps poorer because oil had yet to be struck,” veteran politician and old Bizenjo-loyalist Husain Ashraf clarifies candidly.

You look at them and marvel why anyone would stop making people as honest and generous as the Makran Baloch. The answer may be found in the painful loss that they are being subjected to by the forces of market economy, unprotected as many feel by the absence of socioeconomic safeguards or a state-run affirmative action programme aimed at helping them latch on to the new way of competitive life.

Consequently, a majority is standing by and watching the development take place around them, with little hope at present that it might bring some prosperity to their children in the years to come. Still, contrary to the bad press given to Gwadar since the killing here of three Chinese engineers nearly four years ago, there is little anger or resentment aimed at development.

Disappointment is the only word mentioned when probed.

— Murtaza Razvi
