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Five years ago I spent some time working with the then relatively-new Faculty of Social Work on the Baghdadia Campus of the Islamia University of Bahawalpur. It was something of an eye-opener. The students were keen enough, but had an extremely limited knowledge of or even curiosity about the world beyond Pakistan; and the faculty members seemed dedicated and professional. There was almost no understanding of the origins of social work in the modern day, and only the haziest of awareness of an ethical framework for social work practice. I gained the impression that the students saw social work as reactive and not proactive, and were unclear about future career paths. As will be seen below that lack of clarity was resolved for at least two students.

 

Although this was a new faculty, social work education in Pakistan goes back decades with faculties of social work established in Peshawar University in 1976, Karachi University in 1961, University of Punjab in 1954, University of Sindh in 1966 and the University of Balochistan in 1974.

 

Clearly thousands of qualified social workers have been produced by our leading academic institutions over the last 58 years but I have come across surprisingly few of them in the field. Despite having worked with social-sector organisations and NGOs on and off for the last 20 years in Pakistan I am hard-pressed to recall meeting another qualified social worker in any of them – until a chance meeting in my local burger joint a couple of weeks ago allowed me a window on the current state of two colours of the social work spectrum – child protection and mental health services.

 

Child protection, or the lack of it, is increasingly in the public eye and crimes against or involving children increasingly widely reported. Pakistan ratified the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in 1990 but has done little to implement it. The endemic abuse of children is both a national problem and a national disgrace. Successive governments have done little beyond submit threadbare reports to the UN, there is minimal resource allocation and very little interdepartmental coordination or resource mechanisms – and all this despite there supposedly being a professionally trained cohort of social workers. The reality is that you can train as many social workers as you like but unless you empower them with effective legislation, give them the resources to do the job and protect them from political interference there is not much point in having trained them in the first place.

 

In legislative terms it appears that only Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and Punjab have specific child protection legislation that underpins human resources and practice, but I was unable to trace online any government-run social services in KP, perhaps indicating that they are ‘in transition’ between legislative enactment and service delivery. Only Punjab appears to have dedicated offices of child protection staffed by qualified social workers gazetted at grade 18. If properly staffed and funded offices run by the government are present in other provinces my apologies, but I was unable to trace any when looking at the background for this piece, which only relates to social services delivered by government agencies not that delivered by NGOs.

 

The legislation that mandates child protection work in Punjab is ‘The Punjab Destitute and Neglected Children (first amendment) Act of 2007’ which is an amendment of the 2004 way-paving legislation. The Child Protection and Welfare Bureau was established in July 2004 and formally inaugurated in February 2005 – which means that in professional terms child protection in Punjab is in its infancy and has yet to be born elsewhere.

 

My visit to the Child Protection Unit (CPU) in Bahawalpur gave me an insight into how different the concept of ‘child protection’ in Pakistan was to my own. The social worker who was kind enough to spend considerable time explaining her job to me was bright, articulate and determined to improve the service she so obviously was committed to – but was up against massive resource constraints.

 

Perhaps the most worrying aspect of her description was how little practical protection was offered to or available for – girls, and that the majority of work was focused on boys. The nearest residential resource in which to place girls in need of protection was in Lahore at a unit run by Unicef, and for boys a shelter-home in Multan. She hopes to change this, and is lobbying hard for the building of a child-protection complex over 50 kanals of land in Bahawalpur. She was candid about the lack of provision for girls, commenting that girls were not ‘as valued’ as boys.

 

The boys that come into the protective net are typically those rescued from beggary or found destitute in places like railway stations. They can be referred either by members of the public or by a patrolling police unit.

 

The police were reported as cooperative in her work, and a recent case was cited in which a girl who was being sexually abused was referred to her by the SHO via the girls’ mother. This was unusual, and perhaps indicating that the ‘climate of disclosure’ that has done so much to enhance child protection services in the west is taking hold in Pakistan.

 

In addition to individual casework the CPU runs ‘awareness raising’ sessions in schools, as well as with the police who patrol the streets and the excellent 1122 emergency service.

 

This was child protection at its most basic, despite which it is a considerable encouragement that it exists at all. The delivery of protective social work be it for children, the disabled, mentally ill, homeless or the elderly is expensive in terms of human and material resources. Ours is a rapidly changing society with the primary unit of care – the joint family – shifting shape as economic pressures drive more and more people into the cities and off the land, and traditional support structures are diluted or truncated. Professional social work and the legislation and resources that go with it is going to assume increased importance in years to come. The good news is that we have competent social workers to deliver it.
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