Loadshedding, say what?
By Huma Khawar
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According to an Islamabad Electricity Supply Company (IESCO) press release issued on June 12, 2007, the company has increased loadshedding duration in different areas of the region because of the shortage of power generation, hot weather conditions and excessive use of electricity. Loadshedding will be carried out three to four times a day for 30 minutes. And if weather conditions become hotter and the demand for electricity increases, the duration can be stretched to one hour.

Prior to the June 12 press release, loadshedding in Islamabad’s residential sectors was unheard of. But now the residents of the capital will get their first taste of loadshedding. Are they prepared for it?

Rumana Reza, who works for a cellular phone company, says, “I have grown up with the feeling that loadshedding happens to ‘other people’. As long as I can recall, whenever there was a power cut in Islamabad, we would ring up Wapda office and inquire about it. We would be told it’d be restored in 10 minutes, and in precisely 10 minutes things would be bright as a button. You may call it heaven or even a fool’s paradise. But there’s no place like Islamabad.”

While Karachiites remain without electricity for hours on a daily basis, residents of Islamabad find the idea of power breakdown quite foreign. Does that sound strange?

If it wasn’t for Ms Reza’s extensive business travelling to different cities, she says she wouldn’t have any idea about the energy crisis. When a television channel shows images of people suffering because of power breakdowns, the channel is switched, ‘because I am not part of that world. It’s not happening to me!’

Eight years ago, Mohammad Javed, working as a driver for a private company, was transferred to Islamabad. Father of three schoolgoing children, he says, “This is not a poor man’s city”, but counts his blessings when he witnesses other privileges it has to offer. “It’s a city of big people -- Babu loag. Either Wapda doesn’t do it or they have been instructed not to do so. Many times I have seen lights switched on across the Parliament House even in daytime.”

“These privileges are only limited to Islamabad’s jurisdictions. Just cross Zero Point and it’s the same as in other parts of the country,” says Zafran, a domestic servant whose family lives in Nurpur Shahan, popularly known as Bari Imam. They don’t have electricity for three to four hours every day.

“When loadshedding was announced last month, it lasted for 15 minutes from 9pm to 9.15pm,” recalls Master Taimur, who owns a tailoring shop in F-10 Markaz. The Markaz Association believed it’s just a warning from the government to confine the shops to the 9pm shutdown time. On the other hand Master Shehbaz, a popular tailor in the posh Jinnah Market, faces no power problem. “Yes, I have heard about the F-10 Markaz but the Jinnah Market is open from 11am to 11pm.”

“We are living in a fool’s paradise, devoid of any feelings for humanity. We are privileged because we are sitting in the capital. Hum kuaen ke maindak hain. Hum be hiss ho gaey hain,” is all Kishwer Naheed, poet/ woman activist has to say.

Blessed with nature’s munificence, Fauzia Minallah, an artist and environmentalist, feels sad to see the fast degradation and wastage of precious resources taken for granted by Islooites.

“Conservation of water or energy does not exist in the dictionary of either the citizens or the Capital Development Authority (CDA). One is appalled to see the number of lights on Margallah Hills and government buildings lit till past midnight, while people in the rest of the country are living without electricity. Though here in Islamabad the government has pressurised the shopkeepers to shut their businesses at 8pm, the Constitution Avenue is always well-lit. Even if we do get loadshedding for two hours everyday, we will not know what it means to be without power for 10 hours at a stretch. The saddest part is to see students studying in candle light. How do you expect them to perform?”

“Islamabad starts where Pakistan ends. I feel guilty living here while my friends and relatives are suffering in Karachi,” says Syed Hussaini, a development economist. “I feel the pain when I go to Peshawar in the NWFP, the province which produces the bulk of hydel electricity from Tarbela and Warsak Dams, and see it without power.”

Hussaini believes loadshedding should be shared by the entire country. “If people of Dera Ghazi Khan suffer, we should also suffer. Unless we feel the same, nothing will happen.” He believes, ‘suffering and benefits’ have to be shared – “unless that happens we are not one family”.

In the I-10 sector of Islamabad, which is the industrial area, four hour of loadshedding takes place every day, scheduled from 7pm to 11pm. Apart from that, as per the energy conservation and management plan of Wapda, in I-9 and I-10 sectors each industrial unit has to switch off electricity for one whole working day to help Wapda bear the load.

For Javed Iqbal Malik, the CEO of a steel mill in I-10, it is “an amiable arrangement” between the industrialists and the IESCO to stagger the weekly holiday on a different day than Sunday – a different working day for each industry. “It’s a blessing, because in this way we do not get any abrupt loadshedding, which results in costly production loss, so for a smooth process we dare not disobey.”

About the quantum of production down time, he informed that the total shutdown comes to four days in a month plus a four-hour scheduled loadshedding from 7pm to 11pm every day. The loss is, however, passed on to the consumer, so in the end it’s the public who pays the ultimate cost, adds Malik.

Zubair Ahmed Malik, former vice-president FPCCI and former president Islamabad Chamber believes power cuts effect production and cause financial losses. The situation in Islamabad is far better than in the rest of the country; but even if it is done for one hour, it takes another four hours to get back to normal. However, what is happening in Karachi affects the entire country. Malik blames power breakdowns as one of the major reasons why the country could not meet its export target this year. Today it is electricity, tomorrow it will be water shortage. The problem cannot be solved unless we build dams.

On June 12, the day the press release was issued Islamabad’s electricity demand reached 320MW compared to an average of 200 to 250MW, informs Amir Hussain Chaman, spokesman for IESCO. 


