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THE busy brew of civil service politics spilled onto the national media in the last two months with two important postings. 

First Mr Sohail Ahmad, a BPS-21 officer of the District Management Group (DMG), was posted as chairman, Federal Board of Revenue (FBR). Barely had the printer rolled out the unexpected notification when Dr Jehanzeb Khan, a BPS-20 officer of the same group, was announced as the next ambassador to France. 

The reaction of the income tax service, which heavily populates the FBR, was vehement. Several senior officers first threatened to withhold compliance and then moved out. The Foreign Service, even more indignant, held several meetings with the foreign secretary, lobbied with the prime minister and asked their minister to intercede on their behalf with the president. 

They eventually approached the court claiming that the ambassador-designate wasn’t qualified enough to fill the shoes of past luminaries who had manned the embassy in Paris, that the posting was arbitrary, and that the wounds of the Foreign Service needed to be healed by the reduction of executive discretion in these ambassadorial assignments. 

Before the superior judiciary was approached, the media got into action, especially in the case of the Paris appointment. Questions were also raised about the competence of officers (and even service cadres). Issues of integrity were raised. One interesting allegation was that somehow a famous Pakistani designer resident in Paris was instrumental in the Paris posting because he wanted to buy the Pakistani ambassador’s house. 

This outcry on rules, gossip, innuendos and silliness was hot enough. But more spice was added to the boiling brawl when it was said that Dr Khan, who had served in Paris as commercial attaché for five years, was a personal friend of the French president’s brother. This connection was somehow thought instrumental in the decision of the president to choose Dr Khan as his man in Paris. 

One central aspect of this scuffle was easy to settle. Both officers have a reputation as extremely competent with spotless records. Their performance in the new assignments was going to match this past record of quality. 

The fact is that this acrimonious debate was not about competence or arbitrariness but about cadre turfs. The pre-eminence of the DMG, the lineal descendant of the much-vaunted ICS and CSP, vis-à-vis other service groups has long been declining. In 1973, Mr Bhutto’s reforms to reduce its near-hegemony were a near-death blow. 

The CSP reincarnated itself in the form of the DMG during the Zia years and recovered some of its lost turf. But the Musharraf regime, instead of colluding with the elite civil bureaucracy as was the case with past dictators, saw the DMG as opposition and sought to cut it down to size. Devolution was aimed, among many other bigger things, against the DMG. 

The territory vacated by the retreating DMG was slowly and steadily claimed by other groups. Mostly this has been a one-way process. Any aberration — as these two postings appeared — in this long-term downwards trend was naturally going to cause much indignation. 

The resentment of the foreign and financial service was initially aired through two public arguments. One, these postings violate equity because officers of the respective services have a legitimate expectation to rise to these positions. Second, these postings trample on the principle of seniority — an officer senior at the time of induction should not be reporting, irrespective of the cadre, to another officer who joined the services after him. 

The equity argument, in the case of financial services, does not bear out under close scrutiny. The income tax service was the main beneficiary of the DMG retreat during the Musharraf years. 

Mr Tariq Aziz, the principal aide of Gen Musharraf, was a taxman. So were, unusually so, several other federal secretaries, including an establishment secretary, a post long claimed by the DMG as home territory. Even the position of finance secretary, Punjab, an assignment much-coveted by DMG officers, is presently held by an income tax officer. If tax officers can occupy positions traditionally occupied by DMG, the reverse can happen too. 

The equity argument is more relevant in the case of the Paris appointment. The Foreign Service, without the clout of domestic political alliances that other services tend to accumulate and deploy in turf wars, has to suffer the one-sided ruthless assault of assorted journalists, academics, generals, intellectuals and political workers, without getting anything in return from other civil service pastures. The prized Paris posting going to another civil servant therefore was more salt on open wounds. 

The much-discussed seniority question is mostly hot air. It is commonplace that officers of BPS 18 or 19 lead BPS-20 officers from line departments in the districts without any ambiguity in the chain of command. Among the central superior services, common pay scales and seniority from the common training and the notion of parity cloud expectations but it should not. At senior levels, fitness and suitability are the deciding factors — not who joined the service when. 

The central question is who determines fitness and suitability? Factors influencing the decision are varied: professional experience, potential, seniority and suitability of the officer; challenges of a particular posting; the strength of the available pool at a given time; relative significance of the position; political association etc. Strength of various cadres, their quality, training, morale, experience and expectations are also important factors. 

But there is no ambiguity as to who decides. These decisions are the prerogative of the political executive. It decides, having considered all the above factors and others too if found relevant for any significant reason, who is the best person to lead the tax collection effort and related reforms and who is the best person to promote national interest in an important international capital. 

Civil servants can disagree in writing, can grumble in private, but must submit in public. Or they could, as is usually the case now, approach the courts to argue that discretion was exercised arbitrarily. 

The fracas in the Federal Board of Revenue subsided fast. With the prime minister withdrawing the Paris notification in the teeth of court cognisance, the curtain on the feisty film of France, fashion designers, first family and Foreign Service also appears to have fallen. Perhaps too soon. I was hoping that maybe the funky Mrs Sarkozy would also feature. But it wasn’t to be. Expectations — personal, cadre, political or public — have limits. At least they should. 

