Declining talent in civil service
By Kunwar Idris

ON the retirement or death of a civil servant a thought inevitably arises whether the system now in vogue can provide men to fill the void they leave behind in public service. Never has this thought arisen more intensely than on the death of Ghulam Ishaq Khan who dominated Pakistan’s bureaucratic scene longer than any other individual.

A day after hid death, Muzafar Husain passed away. He occupied a special position in the annals of bureaucracy for he was the last chief secretary of East Pakistan. A better known civil servant-turned-diplomat, (and more productive after retirement) Agha Shahi passed away a few weeks earlier. Many others held their jobs, some with equal or greater competence, but in a way these two will be uniquely remembered.

Ghulam Ishaq Khan was, so to say, a lateral entrant in the ranks of the Civil Service of Pakistan (CSP) who in the course of time streaked ahead of them all to wind up his career as secretary general-in-chief, a position that Ziaul Haq created to set him above the rest of the lot. His spectacular rise might have inspired jealousy among his peers but only admiration among those who worked with him. He gave to his colleagues more credit than it was due and was equally indulgent where it wasn’t.

Ghulam Ishaq Khan’s political career was far less enviable and is a story apart but his propriety as a civil servant was never called into question. As governor of the State Bank in the early seventies, he submitted to the authority of the junior deputy commissioner 20 years his junior (which this writer then was) when it came to handling the law and order situation created by the protesting bank employees.

It was left to General Musharraf to convince himself in the first flush of his rule that the deputy commissioner was a redundant colonial legacy. Now that trouble swirls all around, no one is sure who is responsible for law and order and whether this responsibility can be at all entrusted to the district nazims as the law now vaguely stipulates. Would the Jamaat-i-Islami, for instance, submit to the directions of Karachi’s MQM nazim in the course of the mass agitation it proposes to launch against the government? No one should have any doubt that it would not.

Ziaul Haq had Ghulam Ishaq Khan, an astute administrator, by his side to advise him, Musharraf has Chaudhry Shujaat, a dyed-in-the-wool politician. The lesson emerging from the two eras is that ideology, party interests and personal prejudices have to be kept out of the law and order administration.

Muzafar Husain was sent to East Pakistan as chief secretary when the writ of the government had ceased to run there and murderous mobs roamed the streets. Along with him went a group of robust officers who, because of their past postings in East Pakistan, were familiar with the Bengali language and culture. This group, among others, comprised S.K. Mahmud, Masud Mufti, Muzaffar Ahmad, S.M. Hassan, Humayun Faiz Rasul, Alamdar Raza, Aslam Iqbal and Hasan Zaheer (he later wrote what is considered a most authentic account of the causes and events leading to the separation of East Pakistan). MAK Chaudhry, a senior police officer, was sent to put together the province’s subverted police force.

Discontent and insurgency by then had gone too far for the civil servants to make much of a difference but they stood steadfast at their posts in the midst of mayhem leading to the surrender. But they all agreed that the horror of the civil war and the dreariness of the Barellie prison that followed were greatly relieved by Muzafar Husain’s caring leadership. He refused to be coerced into attending the surrender ceremony at Dhaka, and later in Barellie, he declined the Indian commander’s offer to shift him from the prison barracks to the officer mess. Hasan Zaheer, who was his prison mate, and Shoaib Sultan Khan, who later worked with him in the ministry of rural development, both testify that in times good or bad one could not expect a boss better than Muzafar Husain.

Before Agha Shahi went on to distinguish himself at the United Nations (as foreign minister Zafrulla Khan’s staff officer) and higher diplomatic assignments, he was deputy commissioner of Thatta in the early years of independence. A quarter of a century later, President Z.A. Bhutto held a public kutchery at Thatta. He asked the peasantry gathered there what could he do for them to return the favour they had done to him by electing him from their district. They asked for Agha Shahi to be sent back to them as deputy commissioner because cattle theft had spread fast since his departure. Shahi, they told Bhutto, would lock up every landlord of the area till the stolen cattle was recovered.

Bhutto asked the then incumbent deputy commissioner Mohammad Zafrullah to be like Shahi. He was the last man in authority to say it and, perhaps, also meant it. Since then everyone speaks for the patrons of the cattle thieves. Then came General Musharraf to declare that deputy commissioner did nothing and abolished the post. Kidnapping people is now more rewarding than cattle rustling was in Shahi’s time.

The governors and chief ministers react to growing crime and disorder by appointing more and more ministers, advisers and special assistants while the responsibility for maintaining law and order now lies with the district nazim and public safety commission. Neither is inclined to accept this responsibility nor qualified or equipped to discharge it.

Considering the growing public sentiment and political expectations, it appears only a matter of time, a very short time indeed, before the provinces gain full autonomy. Left to administer only a few common subjects like foreign affairs, defence, currency and communications, the centre would need talented service cadres in the image of the three departed souls to whom this column is dedicated to keep the federation together. The all-Pakistan services, not in general administration alone but also in the economic, technical and social sectors would ensure that the autonomous provinces follow uniform standards in conducting their business and in implementing national policies.

The current trend, however, runs in the opposite direction. The few all-Pakistan services that were there have been downgraded to the district level where the officials who are expected to be neutral are overwhelmed by party politics and all jobs, new and old, have become bargaining chips on the political chessboard. It seems the idea of a neutral public servant recruited on the basis of merit has been abandoned for all times to come.

Finally, a suggestion. The Constitution should be amended to restrict the number of ministers at the centre and in each province to 10, with five advisers and no special assistant. The government should find some way other than reducing the cabinet to a farce to ensure its majority in the assemblies. After all the cabinet is the fountainhead of governance — good or bad. This suggestion is being made despite the knowledge that the regime lets the critics say what they like to say but keeps doing what it likes to do while the public service sinks deeper into despondency with every passing day.

