Autopsy of the power crisis —Ralph Shaw
Few would dispute the fact that WAPDA and its successor organisations are run by dunces and third rate planners. In addition to these nincompoops’ incompetence, their venality is second to none

Load shedding is not the latest but it is arguably the greatest humiliation inflicted upon the demoralised people of Pakistan. But being just that — a demoralised lot — Pakistanis suffer in silence. A weak civil society and years of autocratic military and non-representative democratic governments have fostered a sense of powerlessness and disenfranchisement in the people. Consequently Pakistanis stoically accept the crippling power blackouts as one more indignity an unjust system of governance has heaped upon them and trudge along. In more advanced societies, where the political systems are more accountable to the governed, responsibility would have quickly been fixed on the bureaucrats, ministers and technocrats involved in the failure and heads would have rolled, but not so in Pakistan. In the US, for example, the 2001-2002 California energy crisis was a major factor in the call for the special gubernatorial election of 2003 and the downfall of Democratic governor Gray Davis who, it is alleged, mishandled the growing energy problem, partly because of his indebtedness to the energy producing companies.

In Pakistan, fixing responsibility for the continuing power debacle is not so straightforward. The present government blames it all on the previous one, while the members of the ousted one attribute the power shortages to the impressive economic growth and the consequent increase in the demand for energy during their incumbency. The prosperity argument is not without merit but it does not absolve the previous government from its share in creating the crisis. Failure to invest in the power infrastructure is a failure nonetheless. Actually it is a failure that borders on criminal behaviour in the popular, if not the legal, reckoning and the miserable masses want to know why their pathetic lives have been further degraded. An investigation must be conducted and the people responsible must be named and blamed and each must be given his comeuppance for his part in this crime.

However, the present government cannot evade responsibility by smugly blaming the previous one. The independent power producers (IPPs) are not operating at full capacity because the federal and some of the provincial governments owe them money through WAPDA and the IPPs claim that they, in turn, owe money to the oil companies. The accumulated circular debt is the major factor contributing to the exponential rise in load shedding. Why this debt cannot be retired enabling the IPPs to operate at full generating capacity needs to be explained to a sceptical public. Some opposition leaders claim that the power crisis is a manufactured one because it enables marketing of the idea of rental power. These speculations can be put to rest only if the people are informed truthfully about the available IPP power potential and whether or not it can be brought into service.

The controversial 1994 power policy that gave IPPs their boost in Pakistan was, allegedly, fraught with corruption in its design and its execution. Of the 21 companies investigated by NAB, six eventually confessed to paying bribes to high level officials even though, during the investigation, they had signed sworn statements to the contrary. The policy was also considered uneconomical and politically risky. It was argued that off-loading power production to private investors was more costly because IPPs were thermal plants. As for the political risks, for all the general public knows, the IPPs could be operating below par for political and not financial reasons. It certainly looked like that in the run up to the 2008 elections when there was a monumental spike in load shedding. However, in spite of the kickbacks involved, the 1994 policy was largely successful in bringing private generating capacity online and overcoming the power shortages. Had it not been replaced by, as some claim, the politically motivated power policy of 1998 and had Pakistan’s economy plodded on at the 3-4 percent growth rate typical of the late 1990s, Pakistan would presumably have had enough power until 2010. But there were the post-9/11 years in between with massive inflows of capital, 6-8 percent annual growth rates, and the failed power policy of 2002, which did not bring enough power into the system.

Mismanagement and corruption were at work at comparatively lower levels as well. Few would dispute the fact that WAPDA and its successor organisations are run by dunces and third rate planners. In addition to these nincompoops’ incompetence, their venality is second to none. The top appointees are either from the elite class of Pakistan or have obtained the lucrative positions by virtue of being conduits for corruption. Sometimes the two distinctions coincide. Privilege and corruption over merit is a fact of life in virtually all organisations in Pakistan, including WAPDA and the ministries. When senior positions are held by inferior people of mediocre abilities, it lowers the morale and professionalism of the entire organisation. This seems to be the bane of public and private organisations throughout Pakistan. It also is a major contributing factor to the present power woes of the country.

It appears that the government has effectively bought out the cable TV channels on the power issue. The talk shows are not giving enough coverage to the issue. It is an intriguing fact that there are hardly any meaningful programmes and debates on one of the biggest issues of the day. When the media was out to remove Musharraf, channels regularly indulged in the favourite pastime of the era, which was Musharraf-bashing. It was great entertainment for the masses, profitable politics for the opposition, and sound economics for the channels; it even achieved the desired outcome. However, the failure of the electronic media to speak forcefully on the electrical power issue and hold the government accountable for its electrical power misdeeds is indicative of its strings being controlled by the powers-that-be. The truth is that the media has not even informed and educated the people accurately on this issue.

Power shortages in the country need to be resolved fast. Like much else in Pakistan, the power crisis is essentially a crisis engendered by the incompetence, corruption, and politics of the few. Load shedding is the paramount issue affecting most Pakistanis and in spite of their demoralised state, the load shedding induced resentment and frustration that is brewing in the masses could boil over on to the streets on a much larger scale than it has so far.

