A stopgap job for Shahbaz
By Kunwar Idris

ONE among the many promises made by the prime minister in his long-winded maiden address to the National Assembly was to encourage the use of CNG buses. Hopefully, he had in mind the broader problem of expanding and modernising urban public transport, more particularly in the national and provincial capitals.

If that is what the promise is about, one feels compelled instantly to advise him not to leave its implementation to the central planners, the provincial ministers or the district nazims. They have all been incessantly talking about it for years now, but not one new commuter bus is seen plying the streets of any city.

Instead, the prime minister should persuade Shahbaz Sharif to make a commuter transport plan for every large city of the country while he is marking time to become Punjab’s chief minister once again. I am making this proposal because he is the only politician, or administrator, that I know of who made and implemented such a plan for Lahore, Rawalpindi-Islamabad and some other cities of the province when he was chief minister. All others before and after him, despite knowing the enormity of the problem, have been casual and even callous in their solutions and approach.Seven years ago — almost to the day — I wrote in this paper that Shahbaz Sharif should be allowed to return from exile (nothing was held against him except that he was Nawaz Sharif’s brother) provided he agreed to become the non-political administrator of Karachi to set its civic affairs, especially public transport, right. His response was unexpectedly cordial. The proposal, however, did not get past Musharraf’s minions who were scared of having amid them a former chief minister.The urban bus fleets that were introduced on Shahbaz Sharif’s initiative in the 1990s started dwindling after his departure because of the indifference of the policymakers, harassment by field officials and the intervention of the courts. The Rawalpindi-Islamabad fleet of 200 buses vanished altogether. The commuters of the capital are back in the grip of polluting and noisy wagons.

Karachi also made a start with a fleet much smaller than Lahore’s. That too has been shrinking because of an indifferent and inefficient administration. This sprawling city of 16 million must be the only one in the world not to have a public transport system. A survey conducted by the Karachi police some time ago revealed that every bus or minibus plying Karachi’s roads was more than 15 years old. Some were as old as 50 years. The commuters have no choice.

View that situation against the boasts made by ministers and nazims. Here is an example. The city’s first nazim, Niamatullah Khan, told a public gathering that 500 CNG buses were on the high seas. His younger and more resourceful successor has been raising that number at intervals — the latest being 2,500. Not a single bus has arrived from anywhere. The local manufacturers of buses too have been waiting in vain all this while for a customer to turn up.

Not lagging behind in boasts have been the ministers. For instance, newspapers in April last year carried advertisements with pictures of a beaming Musharraf, Shaukat Aziz and Sheikh Rashid, announcing the revival of Karachi’s circular railway and the introduction of mass transit trains in eight big cities.

Shamefully, the KCR track and stations have since then decayed further, and the transit trains, it appears, were no more than an election stunt. The only part of the then railway minister’s advertised package that surely will be implemented one day is the leasing out of railway land for hotels and petrol pumps.

Now a quick look at what our planners and policymakers had to say or do. A scheme for 500 CNG buses for Karachi was approved in March 2007. It took six months to get through Ecnec. For almost two years now, the approved scheme is making the rounds of government offices but has yet to reach the prospective investors.

While such is the state of public transport which the prime minister hopes can be made to “provide economic travelling to poor people besides improving the environment”, the thinking of Karachi’s planners is riveted on seven mass transit corridors (each would cost no less than $500m) and elevated expressways. Let it be said here that while we pay lip service to the poor and to a clean environment, most money and effort is directed at projects that yield profits for the lenders, planners and contractors. Those who cannot or do not wish to partake of the profit are content to put up memorial plaques.If the prime minister sincerely intends to reduce the suffering of city commuters (rural folk can make do with our worn-out railway and passable inter-city bus service) here is the bare outline of a doable plan:

· Motorcycle rickshaws (their number is said to be 50,000 in Karachi and half of that in Lahore) should be converted to CNG. Delhi has done it. Why can’t we?

· All buses plying the cities and which are more than 15 years old should be replaced with new, low-emission Euro-II diesel buses through a yearly cycle.

· Given the constraints of gas and costs (the price of a CNG bus is about 30 per cent more than a diesel bus) a realistic target would be to induct 2,000 CNG buses every year in urban fleets.

It is easy to make an urban transport scheme. We have been doing it for 50 years, only to make it worse. The difficult question that we refuse to tackle is how to make it profitable for the investors and affordable for the commuters at the same time.

A principle now universally acknowledged is that the government must not manage city transport but subsidise it. By ignoring this principle, state corporations incurred huge losses. Now the service is in private hands but fares are controlled and the situation has become worse. Pollution in our cities — 90 per cent of it caused by vehicles — is three to four times higher than the level considered safe by WHO. The cost of treatment of related diseases is put at Rs25bn a year.

The solution is neither easy nor cheap. With his experience, guts and a powerful post awaiting him, no one is in a better position than Shahbaz Sharif to find a solution based on profit for the investor and fare subsidy by the government. Boastful visionaries need to be reminded that for a common man to get to his place of work expeditiously, safely and cheaply is next only to food and shelter.

