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~“" Coal handling and its =
impact on environment

~ had written about the need
l tor Pakistan to have proper
and coordinated Port Master
Plan (PMP) sometime in
November 2009 to generate the
maximum benefits for the
nation. Any PMP should also
create the maximum efficiency
for handling and movement of
cargo. Efficiency not only
involved minimising the tangi-
ble cost to those who are direct-
ly engaged in the business of’
handling and moving cargo, but
also the intangible impact such
as environmental impact on all
Pakistanis. One issue. which has
not attracted the attention of the
policymakers, is the handling of
dirty cargo like coal, phosphate
in bulk form and its impact on
humans and the environment.
This brings to mind the han-
dling of cargo at the Karachi
Port. A total of 3.4 million tons
of coal was handled as the
Karachi Port during 2008-2009.
Conservative estimates indicate
that this figure will be close to 4
. million tons during 2010-2011.
This increase in volume will
result in an increase in revenues
for the port and for allied busi-
nesses and bring economic ben-
efits to Karachi and Pakistan.
The incessant demand for ener-
gv to support a growing popula-
tion has spurred ports such as
Karachi to dedicate spaces as

the KPT did at the Keamari, for |+

the imported coal, which is
stored in the open after being
off-loaded from ships. As the
volume of coal imports increas-
es so does the size of the coal
yard at Keamari. While eco-
nomic materials are reaped by
businesses, intangible costs are
borne by others who live and
work in the area.

The area where coal is han-
dled at the Keamari area is adja-
cent to the residential colonies
of Keamari and Jackson, which
house thousands of residents,
comprising people who cannot
afford decent healthcare. The
continued handling of coal in an
area containing major popula-
tion centers and storage of
explosive material does not con-
sider the long term welfare of
the people in Karachi, especially
those living right next to the
area. The question that must be
asked is whether there is any
serious long-term plan to move
. the handling of dirty cargo such

as coal, phosphate further away
. from population centre. For
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polluting substances, there is
untold suffering. A port traffic
department officer, already suf-
fering respiratory problems,
said, on the condition of
anonymity that the yard now
covers an area of 12.5 hectares
with circular mounds of coal
piled up to a height of over 150
feet at some places. Coal is
transported from the berths to
the yard in open top dumper
trucks that spill coal on their
way to the yard. He added that
of all the dirty cargos handled
by the port, coal was by far the
dirtiest and that he was tryving to
get a transfer to some other
berth as his health continues to
deteriorate. Efforts to curb coal
dust from being carried away by
the strong coastal winds blow-
ing towards densely inhabited
areas has remained cosmetic, as

the yard in 2010 at a cost of
Rs.55.54 million and also plans
to install a new sprinkler system.
These investments will do little
to reduce the environmental and
health hazards posed by the coal
yard but might go a long way in
ensuing that the coal yard is not
relocated as any such shifting of
the coal yard might be detrimen-
tal to the interests of KPT offi-
cials. When queried where the
water spill from the sprinkler
system would end up it was indi-

cated by staff that this spill, com- .

prising coal slurry, will flow
unabated into the sea causing
incalculable damage to fisheries
and other marine life.

Another matter is that the
KPT plans to build a new termi-
nal for the handling of contain-
ers in the area adjacent to the
coal terminal. Phase 1 of the ter-
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‘ Then, there is the real concern about -
: .risk of a major explos:on as the
Keamari coal yard is situated adjacent

 to the Keamari oil terminals. Despite °
i"repeated warnings of such  potential

- risk by oil terminal owners, coal dust -
[continues to accumulate forming a t_lnck
& Elayer on top of the large unks_j
i containing various types of highly’
_inflammable petroleum pmducts i

water spnnklmg is being kept to
the minimum so as not to
increase the moisture contents
of the coal thus decreasing its
market value and utility.

Then, there is the real concem
about risk of a major explosion
as the Keamari coal yard is situ-
ated adjacent to the Keamari oil
terminals. Despite repeated cau-
tion wamings of such potential
risk by oil terminal owners, coal
dust continues to accumulate
forming a thick layer on top of
the large tanks containing vari-
ous types of highly inflammable
petroleum products. Thus
increasing risk of igniting the
highly flammable products
through what is technically
known as the coal dust explosion
hazard. Despite this pending risk
the KPT continues to ignore
occupational safety and health
guidelines for coal dust handling
and continues to invest more
funds in its Keamari coal yard
by bu:ldmg al 87 km raul link to

minal will be capable of han-
dling 3.1 million TEUs (twenty
foot equivalent boxes). When all
the phases are completed, it is
capable of handling 10 million
TEUs. Experience in other parts
of the world demonstrates that it
is a natural development that
following a plan for container
handling, dirty cargo handling is
moved to another location.
Handling coal so close to a con-
tainer terminal poses major risks
to the employees working at the
terminal. The impact of coal
dust on equipment leads to fre-
quent breakdown and could
cause accidents risking lives.
The long-term solution could
be to move the handling of dirty
cargo from the Keamari area to
Port Qasim. The Port Qasim
Authority signed an agreement
with Pakistan International Bulk
Terminal Ltd in November
2010 establishing a US$173
million modern bulk coal and
cement terminal with a backup
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area of 25 hectares. The facility
is expected to come into opera-
tion within the next three years.
If there is proper coordination
between the ports under a PMP,
instead of investing more funds
at Keamari coal yard, the gov-
emnment should, in the better
interest of the local residents
and port users, exercise greater
corporate social responsibility
and look towards preparing to
transfer all coal and cement han-
dling to Port Qasim away from
densely populated areas.

In the interim, while policy-
makers mull over what to do.
there are short term solutions
that the Karachi Port may
implement. Merchants take a
long time to remove the coal
from the port area and this is for
economic reasons. It has been
leamt that KPT’s storage yard at
Keamari offers storage said to
be at cheaper rates than other
locations outside the port. Any
rational importer would keep
this cargo at the port until it is
required, as moving them out-
side would be more costly and
there are more restrictions
imposed due to its environmen-
tal hazard. These costs are exter-
nalized to the residents in the
area in form of impact on health,
with short-term medical cost
and in the long-term, reduction
in their life span. There is no
incentive by officials to increase
the charges for the importers as
it removes opportunities to
secure the coal business. In the
light of these gains, the authori-
ties have conveniently turned
their backs towards the continu-
ing health and environmental
hazards being posed by the
KPT's coal storage yard at
Keamari. This ignores medical
risks to the local population and
material risks to surrounding
businesses such as those oils
storage. Costs are externalized

to others. The KPT may consid- -~

er increasing the

storage charges

for the owners of coal and this *

should lead to speedy evacua-
tion of the cargo at the port area.
This strategy proved to be effec-
tive at the port of Chittagong
around 2006 where congestion
was resolved when the port dou-
bled the charges to the owners
of cargo as once mentioned by
ex-Chittagong Port Chairman.
This increase in charges gives
no incentive for the cargo own-
ers as outside storage charges
become lower than those in
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the port. It may well be that the
official revenue reccived by the
KPT will be the same or even
higher despite the cargo staying a
much shorter period at the port.
I commend all public and pri-
_ vate sector cnterprises who have
saved the exchequer by using
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coal in cement factorics, yet my
intentions arc humble without
causing umbrage to any institu-
tion. The only compelling reason
to pen this column is environ-
mental and fire hazards and the
health safety of the residents of
the adjoining areas cven extend-
ing to Clifton. My main concern
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was visiting the oil picr, I noticed
traces of coal dust on oil tankers
berthed on OP-V11/111 and imag-
ined the complexities i.c. under-
writers of ship owners may
demand additional risk premi-
um from ship owners for
berthing at Karachi. thus it is
esscntial to raise the issue for
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Coal handling and its impact on the environment

the discretion of those con-
cemed, who are competent and
may be concerned equally, but
for reasons best known may be-
ignoring the hazards.

(The writer is ex. Director
General Ports & Shipping)
captshahl@hotmail.com
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