Privatisation gone wrong


EVER since its privatisation, Pakistan Telecommunication Company Ltd (PTCL) has remained in the news for all the wrong reasons. This is in sharp contrast to the reputation it used to enjoy as an efficient public-sector entity before its management rights were handed over to Etisalat. The recent countrywide protests against the management by PTCL employees are the latest manifestation of the consumer and employee dissatisfaction that seems to negate all the claims that were made at the time of privatisation. The employees, who were promised no change in status and, indeed, no retrenchment, are now being made to suffer under the euphemistically labelled Unified Pay Scale. With July 21 set as the deadline, employees are being forced to sign documents giving the management the right to freeze their employment benefits at June 30, 2008 levels even if they have 10 years or more left to serve the organisation. Besides, there have been numerous incidents where employment status has been changed from regular to contractual, which again has a serious financial impact on the individuals concerned. All this incidentally comes not much after Etisalat introduced a Voluntary Separation Scheme (VSS), which again was nothing but a euphemism for a parting kick. With the VSS taking care of more than 30,000 staffers — most of them part of the technical cadre — there was a serious decline in service standards. As many as 100,000 telephone complaints were registered in Karachi alone in the month when the VSS was executed because there were not enough linemen to handle the load. Matters have since deteriorated even further.

The Etisalat management has also not won many hearts by the unannounced imposition of various packages on consumers. It even reduced the pulse duration without an unambiguous announcement though it regularly indulges in high-scale advertising. For some strange reason the regulator, the Pakistan Telecommunication Authority, has been keeping its hands off the mess. So much so that when a consumer watchdog recently filed a plea in the Sindh High Court against PTCL and the PTA, the latter did not even bother to attend the hearing. Having retained a stake of nearly 60 per cent in PTCL, though it has no management control any more, the government cannot absolve itself of responsibility. The PTA needs to be jolted out of its slumber. The earlier the better.

