The alternate transport —Hina Hafeezullah Ishaq
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The government has agreements with the industrial sector that stipulate that there will be no gas supply for three months in a year, but despite that gas is being supplied to the detriment of the citizens of Pakistan with the domestic consumers getting the brunt of it

As a child I used to go regularly to our village to spend my vacations with my grandmother. One of my favourite pastimes was to run away with any donkey cart that I happened to come across; it was exhilarating and fun to ride a speeding cart with the owner running behind, followed by all the village children. Complaints were lodged regularly against me but my grandmother indulgently brushed them aside as no mortal injury was ever caused to anyone, not even the donkey!

During the last few years, compressed natural gas (CNG) has been introduced in Pakistan as a more viable and eco-friendly fuel. Initially people like us were lured into the net of converting their cars into CNG-run ones because of the comparatively low costs as compared with diesel and petrol. As the years went by, CNG was no longer the alternate fuel, it became the main fuel. The government advertised and promoted this and much money was poured into this sector. 

Fifteen or so years ago there were hardly three CNG pumps in Lahore; now there are seven within a half kilometre radius around my house alone. According to the Economic Survey 2010-2011, Pakistan tops the list of countries with the highest number of CNG-run vehicles and reportedly has over 3,600 CNG pumps. That should be news to those who think we only top, well almost, in being a dangerous country for women or maybe getting there for corruption!

Contrary to popular opinion, I take our government very seriously. The environmentalists have been harping on about the disastrous effect of carbon dioxide and other pollutants in the atmosphere for years now. It is reported that 70 percent of environmental degradation is caused because of transport. So how did our government manage this extreme challenge to save Pakistan?

Diesel prices were always low compared to that of petrol in the country, prompting people to prefer vehicles run on this fuel and causing me to purchase a BJ 212 Chinese jeep, second-hand, 13 years ago, which now sits idle in my car porch. But diesel is a major cause of environmental pollution. According to the Respiratory Health Association, Chicago, “Black diesel exhaust not only looks and smells toxic — it is toxic. Diesel exhaust contains more than 40 toxic air contaminants, carcinogens, ozone-forming compounds (‘smog’) and fine particulate matter (‘soot’). Exposure to fine particles alone is known to cause asthma attacks, heart attacks, lung cancer, strokes and even premature death.” So, during the past couple of years our government raised the prices of diesel to dissuade people from using it.

Next was petrol. The petrol prices have sky rocketed to nearly Rs 89 per litre. Now petrol is also a major source of environmental pollution both in the form of exhaust emissions and evaporative emissions. Exhaust emissions comprise of dangerous gases like carbon monoxide, oxides of nitrogen, hydrocarbons and particulates, whereas evaporative emissions are un-burnt fuel vapours, which are released into the atmosphere, for example during refuelling. Now, again our government rose to the challenge and succeeded in making sure that less and less cars get in the line for petrol, in fact a time came when there was hardly ever any line for petrol.

Another step taken to protect the citizens of Pakistan was the disintegration of the railway system. Since most of our trains had the smoke belching engines of the past, which cause considerable pollution, our government made sure that the whole system was run into the ground; 64 out of 104 trains have been retired. Despite having a locomotive factory at Risalpur and signing major agreements with China and having plans to electrify the Pakistani train system, our government in our larger interest, suffered billions of rupees in losses, just to protect our health!

Pakistan International Airlines (PIA) was another thorn in the side. An airplane also causes pollution, which includes particulate and hydrocarbon emissions as well as greenhouse gases. Keeping this dastardly scenario in mind, the government took the unprecedented step of ensuring that our state airline takes no blame for destroying the ozone layer or even contributing to the air pollution in our own country as well as in others.

The government promulgated the Pakistan Environmental Protection Act (EPA) in 1997. This law empowers the federal agency to take all necessary measures for the protection, conservation, rehabilitation and improvement of the environment, prevention and control of pollution, and promotion of sustainable development. It also places a prohibition on driving a motor vehicle that emits air or noise pollution in excessive amounts.

In 2005, the Punjab government replaced two-stroke auto rickshaws with four-stroke CNG-fitted ones in five cities. The aim was to lessen the pollution. As a result of this move we saw the new, bigger rickshaws, which were less noisy. Then we were given the good tidings of CNG-run buses coming to Lahore, already having been introduced in Karachi, with the government offering incentives to potential investors. Top all this with our local car manufacturers introducing and manufacturing CNG-fitted cars in the past few years.

There is an acute crisis in Pakistan right now with respect to an alleged gas shortage. There is no CNG available for vehicles, there is no gas available for cooking and there are intelligent statements by the government that allege that people who can afford cars over 1,000 cc can afford to run them on petrol! Even if it was bought second-hand or is 15-years-old or belongs to a pensioner? There are advertisements by the Sui Gas company stating that gas heaters are harmful for health! So exactly where was this immense concern when all these gas heaters were been manufactured and marketed for decades?

The government has agreements with the industrial sector that stipulate that there will be no gas supply for three months in a year, but despite that gas is being supplied to the detriment of the citizens of Pakistan with the domestic consumers getting the brunt of it. I went to my village last week; there is no Sui gas there so we have to rely on firewood, kerosene oil and LPG cylinders. Kerosene oil was short and is being sold at Rs 100 per litre. Wood was available at home for us, but not many people are that lucky with firewood being sold at Rs 550 per 40 kilogrammes and the LPG cylinder is expensive to say the least.

I am forced to give all credit to our most able government for saving Pakistan from environmental pollution but I am constrained to say that it has failed to promote another most trusted form of transport: the donkey. It baffles one why no incentives have ever been offered to Pakistanis to go back to the era of the donkey cart? Not only is it a viable mode of personal transport it also offers numerous job opportunities for the ever increasing jobless population of our country. It has the vast potential of replacing the ghastly carbon and pollutant emitting vehicles and is totally environmentally friendly. It can be used as a ‘taxi’ service and if sincere effort is put in it can be turned into ‘multi-donkey carriages’, fit for our elite and ‘super donkey escorts’, which can accompany our VVIPs! The poor donkey is a hardy animal with hardly any demands; it can be left to graze in the neighbour’s land or the vast green belts our government has built on our roads, making it cost efficient. As for it meeting the EPA standards it can hopefully be trained not to emit excessive ‘air’ and ‘noise’ pollutants! As for me, I am going to invest in a donkey and hook it up to my BJ 212!
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