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            8th July, 2019 

 
 
Forsaken city 
KARACHI is a city from which the power elite only extracts what it can, and gives nothing in 
return. Empty promises are made and meaningless platitudes uttered over and over again; 
instead of even moderately responsive governance, there is political point-scoring; instead of 
taking responsibility, all sides pass the buck. Once again, residents are witness to what is likely 
to be another futile exercise in ‘deliberations’ to come up with ‘solutions’ to Karachi’s 
problems. On Friday, a multiparty conference for ‘stakeholders’ organised by the Sindh 
government reportedly discussed at length various short- and long-term measures to address 
the water crisis in the city. 
 
The truth is, there are no stakeholders in the city except for its hapless residents who live amidst its 
urban decay, the piles of garbage, the overflowing sewers, the absence of a mass transit system, and 
so on. Despite being Pakistan’s largest city and its financial heart, Karachi has no unified command 
structure to address its infrastructural and civic needs. The MQM-dominated Karachi administration 
argues, correctly, that the KMC’s core functions — such as water, sewage and collection of solid 
waste — and revenue-generating departments have been usurped by the PPP’s provincial 
government through the 2013 local government law. Certainly, the PPP, having acted thus to render 
the MQM toothless in its stronghold, has demonstrated criminal neglect towards the city. In effect, it 
has made the residents hostage to its political expediency. It is also worth recalling, however, that 
when the MQM had undisputed control in Karachi, it served its own interests far more diligently 
than that of the residents. The party was the driving force behind the illegal practice colloquially 
known as ‘china cutting’ which swallowed up parks, amenity plots etc and buried them under 
shopping malls and residential housing. Its leadership also colluded in allowing encroachment on 
land reserved for the water treatment plant in Mehmoodabad, one of three such existing plants in the 
megalopolis — all of which are non-functional. Multiple landowning bodies in Karachi also 
complicate the picture and make it easier to feign helplessness. The federal government too, gives 
little more than cursory attention — a project here, a project there, without any sustained monitoring 
— to a city that generates around 55pc of the country’s tax revenues. 
 
The official indifference towards Karachi is all the more galling when one considers how members 
of the corrupt power elite, hand in glove with ruthless land grabbers and a venal bureaucracy, are 
minting fortunes from its precious real estate. On the one hand, the loot and plunder is destroying the 
city’s green belt with inevitable and serious consequences for the environment. On the other, high-
rises are coming up within already congested areas of the metropolis, with the lack of urban planning 
putting further strain on a crumbling infrastructure. The custodians of this benighted city, it seems, 
are only interested in enriching themselves. 
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