Big mess in the Railways

AHMED SADIK
In the last one year or so the situation in the Pakistan Railways has deteriorated beyond all measure. As at present the situation in such a vital ministry/attached department has reached a level that can be described to be the very worst. There have been any number of rail derailments in the last two years and rail derailments are taking place nowadays on an almost daily basis. Each time a derailment takes place the standard reaction of the Railways Ministry is to order an inquiry and thereafter let the matter take its course and in effect get hushed up with the passage of time taking it into oblivion. The theory behind resort to this modality being that since after all public memory is very short so why really bother to even offer an explanation.
The senior bigwigs in the Railways spend most of the time pandering to the whims and fancies of those above them. Derailments which once upon a time were an absolute rarity have literally become the order of the day. The ministers and the senior officers of the railways have virtually no liaison whatsoever with the rank and file railway staff. The labour unions in the railways are being treated very shabbily and there is hardly any meaningful dialogue between the decision makers and the representatives of the working men who are so critical to any successful running of the Pakistan Railways. That in effect is a countrywide situation to which organised labour has been relegated to the background at this point of time by the state machinery.
The engineers who really happen to be the mainstay in the running of any railways system are treated like dirt and have been ordered into taking a backseat in crucial decision-making. In almost all of the derailments that have taken place lives of passengers and railway staff have either been lost or serious injuries have been suffered by them. 
The present railways administration has invariably every time when there was a railway accident – collision or derailment – come out with two standard reactions – that a formal inquiry has been ordered into the incident and that the incident was caused as a consequence of sabotage. In the first place nobody is within his right to pre-judge the causes of a derailment or a rail collision. Coming to a hasty conclusion without going through and sifting of the available evidence can only be described as a highly irresponsible and cavalier attitude.
May I ask the railway authorities first of all as to why on earth they have arrogated to themselves the right to pre-judge the situations even before the respective inquiries ordered have produced their reports. Furthermore one hardly ever hears of any railway inquiry having been completed and its report having been released to the national press or to the public at large. I suppose the whole attitude in the Ministry of Railways amounts to throwing dust into the eyes of the public as well as the top hierarchy that is supposed to be running the country. It is about time that some one higher than the Ministry of Railways decisively intervened and pulls up all those elements currently responsible for the sorry state of things in the railways.
As I see it, the fundamental problem in respect of the railways in Pakistan is that most of the users of the railways are from amongst the common people who are on or below the poverty line and additionally the lower middle classes who are unable to afford motorised transportation of their own. The elite classes obviously took off a long time ago and do not really need the railways any more because they are well endowed in matters of road transportation or in the alternative are confirmed customers of PIA and the new private airlines that have emerged. 
So all told, the traditional customers of the railways hardly have any real voice in the policy making of the railways or for that matter in providing customer feedbacks to the bosses of the railways. Yes there is apathy – in fact extreme apathy among the users of the railways, but this is entirely due to past public experience with the railways administration being utterly impervious to changing its ways for the better and becoming more responsive to the needs and requirements of its customers.
One does not like to hark back to 58 years ago to the pre-1947 period by way of drawing any comparisons with the present state of things. But one cannot help saying what a sad commentary today’s state of affairs in the railways administration is in comparison with what ‘the demonised British colonials’ were able to achieve in matters of punctuality, cleanliness, overall efficiency and quality of service that was provided to the public that used the railways for daily transportation. Not very long ago the present government had put a retired army general in charge of the railways and things at least superficially for a very short duration appeared to be taking a turn for the better and the railway using public started getting some return for their money. But the moment the said General lost his portfolio to the vicissitudes of ruling party politics, things returned very rapidly to ‘the status quo ante’ prior to his stewardship of the Ministry of Railways’ 
Consequently we are now back to square one where we are at present saddled with an extremely laid-back and easy-going railway administration. Its core consists of a full Minister in charge whose political history shows that he has always been a member of whichever ruling party that got into power in this country. Then there is a Minister of State/Deputy Minister who is a feudal polo playing gentleman farmer who hails from Multan who has a lot of capability but one does not really know as to how much real clout he enjoys in an otherwise diffused looking set-up. And last but not the least is the Chairman of the Railway Board who is ex-officio Secretary to the Government of Pakistan responsible for the Ministry of Railways. 
The Secretary is always pivotal in the running of a Ministry irrespective of who is the Minister. In the case of the present Secretary it is uncertain as to how much influence he has on the decision-making process in a Ministry that is more than overloaded with two Ministers. The story doing the rounds about the full minister is that he is presently devoting most of his time in trips to Tharparkar in Sind in order to expedite the commissioning of the new Munabao railway station which is considered a pre-requisite to the opening of the railway route to India through the neighboring Indian province of Rajasthan. 
So in comparison to what I have recounted one may like to think of the time when the whole of the NWR (North Western Railways) was in place and the same was headquartered and controlled and managed from Lahore. The entire NWR was more than double the size of the present Pakistan Railways and for the then British rulers it was one of the contributions that did them proud in what used to be described as Northern India. The present Pakistan Railways is an absolute shambles in retrospect for the simple reason that we have on our hands a very big mess that is going on in the railways. I am afraid this mess cannot wait indefinitely and the federal government will have to address itself sooner than later to sorting out its endemic problems. 
The Pakistan Railways is obviously an organisation that has sunk into an extreme stagnation from which only a very big modernisation push is called for to get it on to a proper recovery track. I have deliberately not recounted the details of the long list of derailments and collisions that have taken place in recent times in the years 2005 and 2006 because they are only too recent and even short public memories have not quite forgotten them. They are indeed the talk of the country. My view is that one of the best things done for the railways in recent years was for the federal government to have abandoned the poppycock scheme of privatising the railways. But having taken one good step in the interest of the country the federal government needs to make a real good job of the modernisation of the Pakistan railways. 
And as far as responsibility for the spate of derailments and collisions are concerned the best example found any where is in nearby India where Mr Lal Bahadur Shastri then the Minister for Railways in the Nehru Cabinet resigned after a rail crash as an example of Ministerial resposibility. It is only therefore fair to expect serving politicians like our present duo of railway ministers to quit office and lay healthy traditions in our country’s politics.
And as for who should be a new Chairman Railway Board/Secretary Ministry of Railways in all fairness he ought to be an outstanding officer from the Railway service cadres. If one looks around in the Pakistan Railways there is no dearth of good officers and ‘a head hunting exercise’ can be conducted for the purpose of finding a Chairman from within the railways. It may be hard to find another Ghulam Faruque or F M Khan today but the Railway cadres have in the past produced several outstanding engineer officers as well as commercial officers and can do so again. In the present situation it is therefore very much in the fitness of things for the federal government to find an outstanding moderniser from within the railway cadres. One thing however is certain that the present team responsible for the ongoing big mess in the railways deserves to be sent packing. 
