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THE issue of high-level theft and stealing of electricity has attained unacceptable proportions. Various surveys conducted during fiscal years 2009 and 2010 reveal that stealing of energy was endemic in the provinces of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa, Balochistan and Sindh, while Punjab was also infected to a great extent.

Additionally, the surveys reveal that this act was not peculiar to the less advantaged : rather had gained acceptance amongst the high end customers to a great extent. To quote a few examples, it was seen that Peshawar Cantt, Westridge in Rawalpindi, sectors F-8,9 and 10 in Islamabad, Defence and Gulberg of Lahore, Jinnah Colony in Faislabad, Gulghasht and Mumtazabad in Multan, Latifabad in Hyderbad, Zargoon Road in Quetta and Defence Society in Karachi were amongst the lead actors in the act of electricity theft. Incidentally, other posh areas were not left behind.

` The `Kunda` culture was on the ascendancy everywhere, but primarily in the economically depressed areas of the bigger of cities and all of the rural areas. So much is the rot that HESCO was forced to energised 3000 villages during the period 2007-10, while nearly no one from the residents applied for a legal connection. Even after the legislators started paying for the cost of the new connection to the utility, the inclination of the residents for a legal connection did not show any improvement.

It was in this background that PEPCO decided to declare 2010 as the year of eradication of theft while starting the actual campaign from July 2009 onwards. The effort was three-pronged viz. awareness of the public under the theme, why should anyone pay for the theft of others`, the training of the utility staff in all DISCOs and checking the theft by field operations in a very serious and concerted manner.

Additionally, a National Theft Reporting Cell with a toll free number was set up. Nearly 200-300 reports were registered at this number everyday, out of which more than 50 per cent information yielded results. Actually, from July 2009 onwards, law-abiding people kept an eye around them and reporting all such incidents, which had not been the case before PEPCO started it`s campaign. It became a neighbourhood watch. This probably is the way to handle such maladies.

In FY 2009-10 alone, as many as 1.47 million customers out of the total customer base of 18 million (barring KESC customers) were caught stealing directly through hooks, by tampering or bypassing energy meters or by some other methods like misuse of tariff and other rules. During the anti-theft operations, in many cases, raiding parties were held hostages and subjected to torture.

As a consequence of this level of detection, more than 23,000 criminal cases (FIRs) were lodged against the delinquents. Out of the million and a half of them, 0.83 million were caught in the HESCO jurisdiction, while the least about 6000 or so were fined in the IESCO. On the other hand, the maximum 16,332 FIRs were lodged by PESCO officials. All these customers were charged for abstracting 1.453 billion units for a whopping Rs9 billion. Unfortunately, due to very cogent and understandable reasons the DISCOs have only been able to recover 27 per cent of the amount of the detention bills: an area of serious concern.

Because of procedural and administrative issues criminal cases are normally not taken up and utility managers close the case after the detection bills are paid by the defaulters. The FIRs are only launched when the stealer instead of accepting his guilt and paying the raised bills offers resistance and pushes on with the crime. Utility managers are also averse to lodging the criminal cases because instituting criminal cases is cumbersome, a near waste of time and an activity which does not result in award of punishment or convictions.

Looking around in the comparative economies, we see that nearly all countries are beset with theft and stealing of energy and have consequently changed the relevant laws giving much clout to the utilities. In India, on the strength of their Electricity Act of 2003, non-payment of bills and electricity theft attracts summary trial, heavy sentencing and fines. The concept of power thanas has also been implemented in that country.

The laws in Nepal (where electricity to ex-monarch Gyanedra`s Palace was disconnected for non-payment), Bangladesh and Sri Lanka are much more stringent in comparison to the Electricity Act 1910 (amended up to 1979) and the Electricity Rules of 1937 of Pakistan.

In order to gauge the level of theft in financial terms, the profitability of the DISCOs/KESC in view, we see that up to 5-7.5 billion units of electricity or a maximum 10 per cent of the total sold units may be stolen. Converting this figure into financial terms and keeping the present cost of service equalling Rs10 per unit in view, we see that electricity amounting to a staggering figure of anything between Rs50-75 billion is being pilfered each year.

In case, this level of electricity is not allowed to be stolen, the present power tariff can be reduced by 7-9 per cent or at least the requirement to raise tariff can be brought down to the same extent.

What then are the inhibiting factors that do not allow us to stamp out this evil? The general low-level of governance adds to the obstacles, while public apathy contributes the most. The competency level of utility officials and the trite procedures being followed are no match to the delinquents. Policing and delivery of law, being a provincial subject, takes us to another realm which needs special scrutiny. The ineffective laws further tilt the ante in favour of the delinquents

