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 PRIVATISATION works when it builds capacity and improves products or services. In the case of Pakistan Railways, any sale by the state will most likely fail to meet the first criterion. Services may — and that’s a big ‘may’ — improve under private ownership. Train travel could conceivably become safer and more comfortable and dependable. At the same time, however, it is inevitable that loss-making routes will be done away with, which means that fewer stations will be serviced. Capacity will thus be reduced, not enhanced. In many remote areas, the train service represents a lifeline to the rest of the country and this link that sustains both travel and trade ought not to be severed. Britain’s privatisation of the rail system saw several stops disappear from the map for reasons of profitability. The same is bound to happen in Pakistan, with far greater adverse effect, if Pakistan Railways is sold. Jobs too will be lost in the downsizing effort and fares are likely to increase, again to the detriment of the public. What’s more, firing poorly paid workers is unlikely to turn Pakistan Railways around. What is needed instead is a complete rethink of the organisation’s top-heavy administrative structure. This can be done without selling the railways.

The railways minister was adamant on Monday that PR would not be privatised even though a cabinet committee had been formed to discuss the same. Admitting that “some people” want the sale to go through, he said privatising the railways would run counter to the ruling party’s manifesto. He also pointed out that the budget for the road transport network is nearly four times bigger than that of the railways. This is a key point. Pakistan Railways, which racks up billions in losses every year, is a victim of government neglect as well as mismanagement. Its fortunes could well be reversed through a combination of commitment, increased funding and honesty of purpose.

Substantial investment will be required to make train journeys safer and more comfortable. Staff performance must be improved and tracks upgraded to ensure smoother traffic flow at junctions and stations. When trains are delayed it is not just the passengers who suffer — Pakistan Railways’ budget also takes a hit. Fuel expenses accounted for over 32 per cent of PR’s operational costs in 2006-07. This figure would be lower were it not for the fuel wasted by locomotives idling for hours at stations or waiting elsewhere for other trains to pass. According to a report in this paper in February, “Locomotives stalled in yards and train delays resulted in the loss of 770,700 minutes between May 2007 and April 2008, causing a loss of Rs776,865,600”. Pakistan Railways need not be seen as a lost cause. There is massive room for improvement and it could be revitalised without being privatised. 

