Tourism, not extremism
By Sultan Ahmed

PRESIDENT Musharraf has appealed to people to shun extremism and promote tourism. He was speaking at the concluding ceremony of the three-day Shandur festival at Chitral high up on the mountains. He is, of course, right. Terrorism and extremism should be eschewed and tourism promoted in those lovely regions.

But it takes more than appeals to people by the rulers to promote and develop tourism. First comes creating the right infrastructure for tourism. But while his appeal has made headlines, what are the other headlines in the newspapers? One of them says that the air and water pollution levels in Karachi, the premier city of Pakistan, have crossed national and international environmental quality standards, posing serious threats to its 10 million residents, according to a report prepared by Suparco and its scientists have urged the government to take immediate remedial measures to check the factors responsible for the deteriorating environment.

Another report says that the per capita availability of water has dropped five times — from 5,300 cubic meter per capita in 1950 to 1,100 cubic meters in 2005. While the state of the premier city of Pakistan is deplorable, another headline says; ‘Punjab barrages are passed their life.’ Yet another headline scaring the tourists says that 32 runways in the country are unsafe for flights and that the Multan Fokker crash could have been avoided with greater caution.

These are only some of the headlines which scared the tourists who have the whole world to choose a country from for their holidays. The water problem for drinking is solved partly by using bottled water. We have over 30 brands of bottled water at present. But many of them are not free of impurities. There is too much adulteration in this sector so one has to be careful of what one consumes in the name of purified. Then there are crimes galore which affect the tourists as well. Among them are thefts in the streets and wide open roads. In Karachi a minimum of 50 cars and mobile phones are snatched everyday but an average these are 75 and a maximum that exceeds one hundred. Last week 117 cars and mobiles were snatched in a single day.

Resisting such thefts or snatchings is risky as one can be fired at and killed by persons who take murder too lightly. Tourists seldom go to the police stations. If they do, they will find getting an FIR filed an uphill task. But an FIR is not enough, far more important is the follow-up action including attending court proceedings and producing the right witnesses. And finally if a verdict is pronounced in the applicants’ favour, getting it executed is another exacting task. The tourists may not come to Pakistan next time and may advise their friends too to stay away from here. He will choose another country, less vexatious. Tourists avoid Pakistan when tension between Pakistan and India increases and that happens from time to time and it may happen now.

It is not every tourist who comes to Pakistan is a mountain climber or an avid trekker on high mountains. Nor are we being fair in accounting every overseas Pakistani who comes on a visit home as a tourist to inflate the tourist figures.

Then there is a frequent failure of power supply, load shedding and electricity breakdowns. It is no use asking for advance intimation for loadshedding as the old and overloaded distribution system can develop faults any moment. So one has to be prepared for his dark hours here anytime, more so in summer. The tourists are not prepared for such nasty surprises unless there are other compensatory rewards, which we hardly have.

The manner in which the top figures in the government explain away the power failures and inadequate supply would create the impression that they have been in office for a short time and the power shortage has come to them as a surprise. But the fact is they have been in office for a total of almost seven years and they have to admit their dismal failure in this crucial area.

What they are doing in a hurry now they could have anticipated and got prepared to meet the challenge. The fact is they did not agree to pay the new power producers an economic price for their power, inclusive of the market rate of profit. They delayed the decisions and prevaricated for too long. They allowed valuable time to slip by, particularly in respect of the use of Lakhra coal and Thar coal for adequate power production. So they have to make up for the lost time quickly.

President Musharraf has spoken of short-term, long-term and medium term plans. He has talked of a medium term strategy to set up 45 power plants which will produce 8,600 mw of power by 2008-2010. Prior to that two power plants of 300 megawatts each will start production by March 2007 and two projects for the KSEC will produce 550 megawatts of power by April 2007.

Let us hope these power plants will produce the promised power and by the scheduled dates. But it will take a great deal of vigilance on the part of the authorities to make these projects a reality in time. But the power will be costly if they depend on imported oil, the price of which has already touched $78 a barrel.

If more tourists were to come, we will have to make life in Pakistan easy and attractive for them. We have already the prohibition in effect at one end and high price for the liquor for those permitted. A tourist does not always want to carry his permit and pay high prices. Violent and continuing conflicts as in Balochistan and Waziristan do not encourage tourists to come to a country where sex segregation too is substantial. The tourists need or love a more relaxed atmosphere.

Tension and outburst caused by an excess of poverty can discourage the tourists. Excessive poverty now affects only 24 per cent of people and not 34 per cent as it used to in the past, says the president. That means one-fourth of the population are very poor and generate the kind of tensions common in such circumstances.

India keeps on adding to the tension in the region. It now says it will not tolerate another attack of the kind that killed around 200 persons in Mumbai last week. It also talks of the right of hot pursuit into Pakistan if an attack takes place.

That is not the right atmosphere for the tourists. Extremism which the president abhors thrives in an atmosphere of lack of reason, tension and intolerance. The country needs an environment with fewer irritations, less provocations and less emotional outburst in public life.

Extremism can be eliminated only when rational thinking and difference of opinion have their proper place and where people have more time to relax and more places to relax and not public parks which demand rupees five to ten for admission. It needs an environment where people do not feel choked and boggled up or assailed by vague fears which are constant. And where there are no frequent shutdowns or hartals or bus strikes. It needs an environment where one does not fear that his car or motorcycle will be stolen any moment and he may not get it back; And where one does not go to umpteen places early in the morning for a bucket of water.

There is talk of reforms all round; judicial, financial, administrative reforms — all with the financial help of the World Bank or the Asian Development Bank. A commission has been set up under the former governor of the State Bank Dr Ishrat Hussain to suggest administrative reforms. It is to be a very comprehensive exercise. But a set of reforms we need and which is not spoken openly is the military reform. That monolith is beyond the reach of the parliament or other power centres or the tax payers who pay the defence bill of 250 billion rupees to reform.

Reforms do take place within the army setup, but the non-military elements have no voice there. Civilians all over the world are having more and more access to the military administration and the armed forces chiefs are answerable to the parliament. The same should happen in Pakistan as the military rule ends.

Reforms as a whole have a disappointing history in Pakistan. Most of the times they are half-hearted reforms because of the resistance of the vested interests. At other times the reforms are good, but are not Implemented in full and within the specified time. The better part of the reforms is not implemented in full.

The best examples are the police reforms and the judicial reforms. In both the sectors, the resistance to serious reform is strong and sustained from within. Hence the judicial system is too disappointing and the police force eventually defies all major reforms.

And now as if we do not have enough problems, the Sindh government has banned the teachers associations, creating another storm centre. It is one thing to ban students unions which are too politicized and quite another to ban teachers associations in the name of preventing politics in their community.

The Lahore High Court had earlier rejected the move to ban the teachers union. Heedless of that the Sindh government has banned teachers unions. The teachers have by and large stood for quality education in the face of official apathy and other official abuses and they should not be stifled in the manner being done in Sindh now.

