Power system in the doldrums
By Anwer Mooraj

IT was that kind of evening. With temperatures soaring around the 36 degree mark and humidity registering around 40 per cent, this writer was watching one of those talk shows that have started to inundate the local television news channels. He was joined by a guest who just happened to drop in because the area in which he lived hadn’t had any electricity for six hours.

Getting back to the talk show, there was this attractive anchor woman, gearing up to do a bit of constructive grilling, a public relations officer with a beautifully coiffured mane of gray hair and a warm, mellifluous voice which exuded a lugubrious dignity, and a very correct German gentleman who turned out to be his boss. They were representing the beleaguered KESC, a corporation which in recent weeks has hit absolute rock bottom in the popularity charts.

The subject was the frequent power breakdowns and the extraordinary long shutdowns — a theme on which every man, woman and child who lives in this blighted city has developed a firm opinion. The public relations executive gave it his best shot. In spite of the innumerable problems, the lads were working round the clock and doing all they could to establish normal transmission. He urged tolerance and patience.

It was all very pleasant and amiable and civilised. The managing director then took over. Unfortunately one didn’t get to hear what he had to say, because the electricity suddenly went off. When it was restored two hours later the television screen showed an extravagant display of the bhangra, where men and women of various shapes and sizes were united by the vague consciousness of a shared activity.

One read in the papers the next day that what the managing director of KESC had said was that the current state of partial collapse was likely to continue until September. This means that for the next three months the citizens of Pakistan’s largest city will continue to endure hardship and suffering and exports will continue to be affected. The rich who have their huge generators can always slip away to cooler climes.

But what does the average citizen do when he does not possess an alternative method of generating electricity? He will just have to suffer. The owner of the small generator is also in a quandary. He has developed what for want of a better phrase could be called “the expectancy syndrome”. When he switches on the generator at night he cannot sleep because he knows he has to be awake when electricity is restored. And when the power comes back he cannot sleep because he is worried it might go off again and he will have to switch on the generator.

One wonders how many of the people who sit around the governor or the chief minister, plotting on how to win the next election, have given a thought to the poor student or the poor housewife, or the worker who after enduring eight hours in the sweltering heat of a factory or a mill, and another 90 minutes strap hanging in an overheated, overcrowded bus goes home to be told that he would have to spend another night without a fan. The general perception is that things have never been as bad as they are today when whole areas have been without electricity for periods stretching over a week.

A writer, who is an avowed critic of autocratic rule, had to admit, somewhat ruefully, that things were a lot better when the KESC was being managed by the army. To start with, there were considerably fewer breakdowns and better customer relations. The consumer was at least able to get through to the complaint centres and received a courteous reply. There was also evidence of improvements in a number of other areas — the availability and quality of power supply, reductions in commercial losses and decreases in accounts receivable. The organisational restructuring was supposed to have resulted in substantially reducing the losses. However, this view is not shared by everybody and a number of critics have pointed out that it is the military that is primarily responsible for the mess the corporation finds itself in today.

The prime minister, the governor and the naib nazim of Karachi have been seen to be doing something, and others will probably follow in their wake. They have held detailed meetings with the management of the KESC — and each of these functionaries has been told the same story. The power generating units are not producing enough energy and there just isn’t enough electricity to go around. It’s as simple as that. In fact, with all the high rises and development schemes that are coming up, the kundas and other types of theft that are taking place, demand is likely to continue to outstrip supply for a number of years.

The KESC was incorporated on September 13, 1913 under the Indian Companies Act of 1882, which was amended to date under the Pakistani Companies Ordinance of 1984, and is listed on the Karachi, Lahore and Islamabad stock exchanges. The government of Pakistan took control of the corporation by acquiring majority share holdings in 1952, while the ministry of water and power looked after the affairs of the corporation at the federal level.

One doesn’t know the exact year when the rot set in and the slide started. But that there has been a gradual deterioration from the early 1980s cannot be denied. But then, one must not forget that over the years the KESC has become a behemoth. The corporation is principally engaged in the generation, transmission and distribution of electrical energy to industrial, commercial, agricultural and residential consumers within the Karachi division, the industrial part of Thatta and Lasbela District. The total area administered by the management covers more than 6,000 square kilometres and has a customer base of two million predominantly urban customers while the total population in its licensed area is estimated to be around 14 million.

Every year the losses continue to pile up, primarily due to the high levels of transmission and distribution and occasional unprofessional conduct. The 2001 annual report of the KESC, two years after the army took over, estimated transmission and distribution losses to be around 38 per cent — a pretty high figure by any standards. The age and condition of the asset base varies considerably. The commissioning dates of generation plants range from the 1960s to the late 1990s, and the transmission system has a similar age profile.

Although the KESC has been progressively replacing the older transmission infrastructure, much of the distribution system is old and requires replacement. Power generation also has its inbuilt problems. Though the KESC’s own generation is relatively inexpensive, the corporation has been and is still dependent on importing power from independent power producers and the national grid. That there is scope for improving the financial performance of the corporation can not be denied. But this would require a determined effort, considerable capital investment and all-round improvements in its technical and non-technical energy.

All said and done, privatising the KESC does not appear to have been a very happy experience. Last Wednesday, some political leaders and civil society organisations blamed privatisation for the current crisis. And the treasury benches came under fire in the Senate last Friday as PPP Senator Raza Rabbani lashed out at the sale of precious national assets like the Steel Mill and KESC to foreigners, and the refusal of the chairman to allow the issue to be discussed by the house standing committee.

That was when the nation came to know that the country was being pushed to purchase electricity from American firms in Central Asian states. Is this the real motive behind privatisation? However, the phrase that really nicked the nerve was uttered by Abbas Kumaili of the MQM who stated that “the people of Karachi should be rid of the incompetence of the foreign KESC management.”

The company that Abbas Kumaili is referring to, and which is responsible for managing the behemoth, happens to be one of the most efficiently run units in the country, and the managing director happens to belong to a nation whose work ethic, industrial efficiency, creativity, vision, output, scholarship and all round proficiency have been the envy of the world. The chief executive did say things would be very different after September. However, if he is really pushed by the politicians to achieve maximum output he would have to postpone the implementation of his plans until the start of winter. If nothing else the complaints would start to dry up.

