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AMONGST the several components of the urban governance framework in Pakistan, the public transport sector represents a critical area that demands attention on a priority basis.

The availability of an efficient, cost-effective and reliable transport system constitutes one of the critical service delivery responsibilities of a provincial or city government. Similarly, the existence of an efficient and modern transport system can substantially contribute to the economic wellbeing of society, and can make positive contributions to the overall GDP growth, and the employment and investment portfolios.

Ignoring the transport sector may have serious socio-political implications. On too may occasions we have seen a spontaneous reaction to a traffic-related event — a road accident, traffic congestion etc — unleashing a chain of actions that result in public outcry and violence. Many of us, for example, will still remember the tragic death of a female student during the early 1980s in Karachi, and the sequence of events afterwards which completely transformed the socio-political landscape of the metropolis. Not managing the public transport system in a systematic and professional manner, especially in larger metropolis areas, is a sure recipe for economic losses as well as social unrest.

The accelerated and often unplanned urbanisation that Pakistan has witnessed in recent years has served to increase the range of existing and potential problems associated with the country’s transport sector. The ever-increasing number of vehicles plying our roads, dwindling pedestrian areas, encroachments, irregular land uses, congested public spaces and environmental pollution are in fact as much a reflection of a faulty public transport system as of the urban planning failures associated with these burgeoning population centres.

Other than these external challenges, the transport sector in Pakistan has also suffered on account of a range of sector-specific constraints and anomalies. These have frustrated any efforts made for improvement and course correction. This category of constraints includes complex legal and policy frameworks, institutional chaos, redundant management practices, flawed master planning, the dearth of resources, road design and maintenance hassles, road safety issues and sheer inefficiency or corruption at the lower levels of management.

The urgency of systematically addressing these multi-faceted constraints in the transport sector becomes paramount once the sheer scale of the transport sector in Pakistan is considered. The sector accounts for around 10 per cent of the national GDP with an estimated 15 per cent share in the public sector development program. The transport and communication sectors are equally vital for generating impressive percentages of fixed investments, besides helping in employment generation across Pakistan.

From vehicle drivers, conductors, helpers, workshop mechanics, vehicle-stand operators to the indirect employment created through roadside shops, restaurants and hotels, the transport sector absorbs huge numbers of trained and untrained labour across the country. Similarly, the very health and economic sustainability of the large cities that are the engines of national growth are also directly affected by the condition and efficiency of the transport sector. Cost-effective and high-performance urban mobility and public transport solutions are therefore vital for any urban rejuvenation framework in Pakistan.

Several steps need to be taken at the federal as well as the provincial levels for improving the situation. To begin with, a comprehensive and pragmatic policy framework for modernising the public transport system needs to be developed. Such a framework can only be effective if it has been developed along professional lines and incorporates regional experiences. Furthermore, it will need to be fully championed by the political leadership. The roles of the federal and provincial governments, and local governments in case of large metropolis areas, must be clearly defined and fleshed out.

Strategising financing and investments for improvements to the public transport system are other areas that would need meticulous analysis. Correct and timely decisions on public-private partnerships, and build, operate and transfer or turnkey solutions for funding the public transport sector, could be critical for the viability of any proposed strategies. The introduction of various categories of mass transit systems, especially in large urban areas, could be inevitable but would still need careful balancing in the context of other reform options.

Another related area of focus for the improved functioning of the public transport system would have to be a definitive regulatory framework at all levels. The existing situation, where a diverse range of agencies such as the provincial governments, local governments, regional transport authorities and traffic police constitute different components of the regulation of the public sector transport system, would need to be revisited.

Appropriate amendments to the Motor Vehicles Act 1965 and the Motor Vehicle Rules 1969 are urgently required to remove redundancies and to ensure that existing realities and challenges are adequately reflected. The inconclusive debate on the future local governance framework and the fate of city district governments will also need to be factored into the matter of the public transport system. This will be required both in terms of mandated responsibilities and institutional frameworks. Last but not least, the wide range of environmental concerns associated with motorised transport would also need to be resolved through a well-defined mechanism of mitigating and ameliorating measures.

Any redefined framework for the public transport system in Pakistan can only be effective if it systematically addresses all the challenges associated with the sector in a prioritised and professional manner. Mainstreaming public transport issues within the framework of land use and urban management policies is vital to ensure a holistic approach to the challenges. A clearly defined regulatory framework for the operation of public transport would not only enhance the quality of services for users, it would also encourage prospective investors to provide much-needed resources for the growth of this sector and improvements to it.
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