Where have prisoners been during the judicial crisis?

By Zar Nageen

KARACHI: Twelve days have passed since the judicial crisis began, and prisoners have been caught in the crossfire. A survey conducted by Daily Times found that in district jail Malir only hearings were held on two days between March 12 and March 21. No prisoners were taken to court on the remaining eight days.

At present, there are 3,500 prisoners in district jail Malir, with more than 850 of them under trial. Most of them are waiting for bail to be set so they can be released, and they, especially, are praying for the crisis to be resolved immediately.

In the women’s jail, there are 20 to 25 Pakistani and 70 to 80 foreigners, whereas in the juvenile jail, there are 375 children, 20 to 25 of who are on trial each day. Right now, however, none of them are being taken to court. 

The Central Jail Karachi, holds 6,300 prisoners and normally, 350 to 400 of them are taken to court on a daily basis, with an average of 20 to 25 of them being released. The current crisis has, however, brought this to a grinding halt. According to jail sources, “When we took prisoners to the courts, we were threatened that our vehicles would be burnt.”

The family of UTP Ali Mohmmmad told Daily Times, “We have gone to court on three occasions to see our son but were unable to. We brought him meals. It has been a long time and perhaps he won’t come today.”

Another prisoner’s wife, Naila, said, “I have been married for two months and my husband is behind bars for possessing illegal arms. The hearing was scheduled for today, but I have been waiting for four hours. I have little hope.” 

A prisoner told Daily Times on the condition of anonymity, “no one but a prisoner can know how painful it is. A prisoner who dreams while he’s awake, all the while thinking of his loved ones. And when a prisoner goes to court for his hearing, he starts to cry when he knows that his case is going to be heard.” Many of the lawyers told Daily Times they felt sorry for the prisoners who could be set free on bail after only one hearing. The lawyers say that the judiciary must be independent so that common person gets justice. At the moment, lawyers have no other avenue to fight for an independent judiciary except to protest, they said.

Government lawyers said that they could not say anything; they do not want to risk having their appointments cancelled. Private practitioner Rana Khan Advocate told Daily Times, “lawyers think that the judiciary is not free and is under the pressure of the army. We lawyers feel pain not only for the prisoners but also for ourselves; lawyers are facing losses. The current crisis has hampered the hearing of the thousands of cases in Karachi and hindered thousands across Pakistan.”

“Around about 80 percent of lawyers are not financially stable; they depend on daily cases for their subsistence and these lawyers also want set the judiciary free so that the decisions couldn’t changed on a phone call,” she said. Advocate Nasir Rizwan told Daily Times, “We are fighting for justice, not for judges or the chief justice. We are fighting for the independence of the judiciary and free courts that can make decisions without any pressure and coercion.”

